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Session Focus:

• Explore how we can make our students ‘think hard’ and develop their 
knowledge and understanding of geographical concepts 
and case studies

• Consider specific strategies to aid memory through our subject and 
provide supportive challenge



Key Questions:
1. How can we ensure that all students we teach are able to remember 

and recall key content, places and concepts and retain understanding?
2. How can we plan and implement learning activities that promote high 

challenge and stretch students thinking?
3. What are the 12 ‘thinking hard’ devices and how can they be used in 

geography?



Graham Nuthall, author of 'The 
Hidden Lives of Learners' found 
that students already know on 
average 50% of what they being 
taught.

The problem is that every 
student knows a different 50%!
Therefore, having multiple 
classroom strategies to find out 
what they know is crucial.



Learning Grids



What strategies do you use to 
check prior knowledge and recall?



Mastery Vs Fluency

• Many traditional ways of learning 
focus on fluency rather than mastery

• E.g. Re-reading, highlighting and 
massed practice makes us familiar
with material but we haven’t really 

learnt it

• We need to adopt different strategies 
to gain mastery instead of fluency



Active Retrieval – Testing

• Being tested/testing yourself is one of 
the best methods of gaining mastery of 

content

• The harder your brain works to remember 
the content the stronger the memory 

becomes

• Design quizzes that test students regularly 
on current and past content to make sure 
forgetting is interrupted for example 5 for 

5 quizzes



Interleaving

• Debunks the myth of massed practice – i.e. 
practicing something over and over for a 

period of time

• Interleave your learning instead, e.g. 
interleave your study of economic world topic 
rather than focus on just one problem for a set 
period even though it might feel sluggish and 

slower

• The research shows that mastery and long 
term retention are much better if you 
interleave practice than if you mass it



Further reading: Mark Esner ‘Making every 
geography lesson count’

The link below is to Mark’s blog post on how 
to make the learning stick in long term 
memory. Have a read and consider how you 
could implement his top 5 tips in your 
teaching:

Retrieval practice: five new tips to make 

learning stick | Tes Magazine

https://www.tes.com/magazine/archive/retrieval-practice-five-new-tips-make-learning-stick
https://www.tes.com/magazine/archive/retrieval-practice-five-new-tips-make-learning-stick


12

The visual 
builds a 
bridge



Knowledge organisers - great for retrieval practice



Red pen black pen:

(Disclaimer - This was taught to me years ago by an occupational therapist during 
a session in my PGCE)

You ask students to look over revision from a topic, say a mind map or revision 
flash card on coastal landforms. Then on a blank piece of paper in black pen they 
write down everything they can remember. Once they exhaust their initial 
working memory ask students to look at their original notes and write down in red 
anything they forgot and left off. Repeat 2 times and they will have got it all



“Learning happens when people have to 
think hard”

Robert Coe

“Memory is the residue of thought.”
Daniel Willingham



The ‘Thinking Hard’ strategy from PiXL is designed to make the students think, take them out of 
their comfort zone and enable the deep learning process to occur.

The strategy requires 
no new resources – it 
simply requires you to 
change the way you ask 
students’ to complete 
tasks.

Knowledge and understanding
● Reduce
● Transform
● Deconstruct
● Derive

Analysis and application
● Prioritise
● Categorise
● Criticise
● Trends and patterns
● Practise

Ian Gilbert

“It’s not about 
doing more; it’s 

about optimising
the strategies you 

use already.”

Flexibility of thinking
• Make connections
• Compare
• Extend & Create



Option 3

Comprehension 
questions

Option 2

Highlight important 
points and/or 

keywords

Option 1

Make notes

Are we asking 
students to think 

hard?

AQA Pre-release example



Understanding and knowledge

Reduce
Reduce the paragraph on AMEY 
WASTE SERVICES to two bullet 
points. 12 words maximum for each 
point.

Explain WASTE INCINERATION in 
12 words.

Transform
Change the information about 
CONFLICTING VIEWS into four 
pictures or images. No words 
allowed.



AnalysisUnderstanding and knowledge

Reduce
Reduce the paragraph on AMEY 
WASTE SERVICES to two bullet 
points. 12 words maximum for each 
point.

Explain WASTE INCINERATION in 
12 words.

Transform
Change the information about 
CONFLICTING VIEWS into four 
pictures or images. No words 
allowed.

Prioritise
• Underline the three most 

important sentences here.
• Rank 1-3. Briefly explain number 

1.
• Cross out the least important 

sentence.
• Which conflicting view is the 

most powerful. Explain your 
thinking.



Criticise
Explain why a university 
lecturer would criticise and 
oppose the incinerator

Criticise Amey's plans to build 
the incinerator

AnalysisUnderstanding and knowledge

Reduce
Reduce the paragraph on AMEY 
WASTE SERVICES to two bullet 
points. 12 words maximum for each 
point.

Explain WASTE INCINERATION in 
12 words.

Transform
Change the information about 
CONFLICTING VIEWS into four 
pictures or images. No words 
allowed.

Prioritise
• Underline the three most 

important sentences here.
• Rank 1-3. Briefly explain number 

1.
• Cross out the least important 

sentence.
• Which conflicting view is the 

most powerful. Explain your 
thinking.



Criticise
Explain why a university 
lecturer would criticise and 
oppose the incinerator

Criticise Amey's plans to build 
the incinerator

Extend
Compare the argument for 
the Cambridge incinerator 
with the building of our local 
one in Portsmouth

Write a knowledge style 
exam question that could be 
asked by the examiners on 
this topic.

Flexibility of thinkingAnalysisUnderstanding and knowledge

Reduce
Reduce the paragraph on AMEY 
WASTE SERVICES to two bullet 
points. 12 words maximum for each 
point.

Explain WASTE INCINERATION in 
12 words.

Transform
Change the information about 
CONFLICTING VIEWS into four 
pictures or images. No words 
allowed.

Prioritise
• Underline the three most 

important sentences here.
• Rank 1-3. Briefly explain number 

1.
• Cross out the least important 

sentence.
• Which conflicting view is the 

most powerful. Explain your 
thinking.



Categorise
State the erosional 

processes that are at 
work here. Identify the 

landforms that are 
present.

Reduce
Change this 

photo into six 
words

Extend
Predict how this coastal area might 

change over the next 50 years.

Prioritise
Rank the 3 most 

significant threats 
to this area.

Transform
Change this 

photo into an 
annotated sketch



Further reading/watching

Thinking fast and thinking slow - Daniel Kahneman
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CjVQJdIrDJ0
&t=3s

Mark Enser: https://www.tes.com/news/retrieval
-practice-five-new-tips-make-learning-stick

David Rodger-Goodwins blog on retrieval 
practice
https://mrgoodwin23.wordpress.com/2020/05/2
0/retrieval-practice-and-the-art-of-schema-
building-2/

https://www.learningscientists.org/downloadabl
e-materials

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CjVQJdIrDJ0&t=3s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CjVQJdIrDJ0&t=3s
https://www.tes.com/news/retrieval-practice-five-new-tips-make-learning-stick
https://www.tes.com/news/retrieval-practice-five-new-tips-make-learning-stick
https://mrgoodwin23.wordpress.com/2020/05/20/retrieval-practice-and-the-art-of-schema-building-2/
https://mrgoodwin23.wordpress.com/2020/05/20/retrieval-practice-and-the-art-of-schema-building-2/
https://mrgoodwin23.wordpress.com/2020/05/20/retrieval-practice-and-the-art-of-schema-building-2/
https://www.learningscientists.org/downloadable-materials
https://www.learningscientists.org/downloadable-materials
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