
ACCOUNTABLE QUESTIONING 
Accountable questioning is a powerful instructional strategy 
that fosters a culture of engagement and critical thinking 
in the classroom. By establishing routines where students 
cannot opt out, teachers ensure that every student feels 
responsible for contributing to the discussion. This is 
achieved by modeling and rehearsing effective questioning 
strategies until they become second nature for both the 
teacher and the students. Utilise Cold Calling to warmly 
invite students to respond, using inclusive and encouraging 
language such as, “Ava, I’d love to hear your answer.” This 
helps create a supportive environment. Providing adequate 
wait time is crucial, as it allows students to process the 
question and formulate thoughtful responses. Additionally, 
preparing open-ended questions that stimulate deeper 
thinking ensures that discussions are meaningful and 
intellectually stimulating. Finally, following up on and 
probing shallow responses with various question types 
encourages students to elaborate and think more critically, 
thereby deepening their understanding and engagement. 

HABITS OF ATTENTION
Habits of attention are routines that help students develop 
strong focus, particularly through eye-tracking and body 
language. “STAR” (originally “SLANT”) is an acronym 
created by Doug Lemov to teach students behaviors and 
routines that foster a more inclusive learning environment, 
ensuring every student’s voice is heard and validated. Lemov 
emphasises that the subtle cues in “STAR” are designed 
to convey support and a sense of belonging for speakers. 
“STAR” promotes good learning habits, such as paying 
attention, actively listening, and participating actively.
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SECURING STUDENTS’ ATTENTION
Students remember what they attend to. If all students are 
paying attention to your explanations and actively thinking 
about the new information being presented, the likelihood 
of learning increases. However, like adults, students’ minds 
can easily wander and become distracted. Instead of 
focusing and thinking, students might divert their attention 
to unrelated thoughts or stimuli. As illustrated in this diagram 
by Oliver Caviglioli,             learning is closely tied to our 
focused attention. A lack of focus on relevant information 
can adversely affect both concentration and memory 
retention. Therefore, it is crucial to implement strategies 
that capture and sustain students’ attention, ensuring that 
they remain engaged and attentive throughout the lesson. 

ATTENTIONAL BANDWIDTH SOCIAL, ENVIRONMENTAL AND INSTRUCTIONAL DIS TRACTIONS

MINIMISING DISTRACTIONS
Distractions reduce the attentional bandwidth that students could otherwise dedicate to 
learning. Educator and author Peps Mccrea explains that attention is the “gatekeeper to 
thinking.” Without thinking, students cannot learn, a concept famously emphasised by Daniel 
Willingham in Why Don’t Students Like School? Willingham says, “Memory is the residue of 
thought.” When students’ working memory is overwhelmed by extraneous distractions, they 
have less attention available for learning. Therefore, engaging students in cognitive work and 
minimising social, environmental, and instructional distractions is crucial for effective learning. 
Establishing routines and strategies to manage and reduce distractions can significantly 
enhance students’ focus and overall academic performance.

SECURING STUDENTS’ ATTENTION
 STRIP OUT CLASSROOM DISTRACTIONS AND MAINTAIN COGNITIVE FOCUS

ACTIVE PARTICIPATION
Active participation involves engaging 
ALL students to elicit responses that 
require them to speak, write, or perform 
actions. In her book Explicit Instruction, 
Dr. Anita Archer writes, “In the act of 
[interactively] responding, students are 
retrieving, rehearsing, and practising 
the information, concepts, skills, or 
strategies being taught.” Strategies 
that encourage regular physical, 
written, and oral interaction not only 
enable the teacher to easily check for 
understanding regularly but also help to 
secure students’ attention and cultivate 
a learning environment where their 
involvement is expected.

OPENING THE LESSON
Opening the lesson with purpose 
helps establish a focused learning 
environment. Securing students’ 
attention with well-planned introductory 
activities activates prior knowledge, 
priming them to learn and connect new 
ideas. Introducing retrieval practice 
activities in the form of a low-stakes 
‘Do Now’ routines can identify gaps in 
knowledge and strengthen existing 
schemas, allowing teachers to adapt 
and respond to students’ needs in real-
time. This approach fosters a dynamic 
classroom culture where students 
are more engaged and motivated to 
participate and succeed. 

PEPS MCCREA

What we attend to is 
what we learn.
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Although we like to 
think that we decide 
what to pay attention 
to, our minds have 
their own wishes 
and desires when it 
comes to the focus 
of attention.

Why Don’t Students 
Like School? (2010)

THE SIMPLE MODEL OF THE MIND
SOCIAL  

DISTRACTIONS

Talking, interruptions, 
lateness, disruptive 

behaviour.

ENVIRONMENTAL 
DISTRACTIONS

Displays, groups of 
peers, seating plans, 

temperature.

INSTRUCTIONAL 
DISTRACTIONS

Too much information, 
overcomplicated slides, 

too easy work.

Contracting with 
colleagues to minimise 

lesson interruptions.

Working with parents to 
reduce lateness.

Having strong behaviour 
management systems.

Moving clocks, posters 
and displays to the back.

Using classroom blinds 
effectively.

Arranging chairs and 
tables to orient student 

focus.

Stripping clutter from 
slideshow decks.

Taking the shortest path in 
activity design.

Practising the economy of 
our language.
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READ MORE
Teach Like a 
Champion 3.0 by 
Doug Lemov

Explicit Instruction 
by Anita Archer and 
Charles Hughes

Why Don’t Students 
Like School? by 
Daniel T. Willingham

‘Evidence Snacks’  by 
Peps Mccrea

SIT UP

TRACK

APPRECIATE

REPHRASE

Sit up and look interested and stay engaged.

Track the speaker to show their ideas matter.

Appreciate peers’ ideas when they speak.

Rephrase their words to acknowledge them.
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TRACK THE SPEAKER
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