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In this book, MacGilchrist and Buttress tell the story of how a group of schools journeyed together to transform teaching and learning. Based on an action research project entitled ‘Learning to Learn’, the 196 pages describe how a focus on learning itself can lead to definite and tangible improvements in children’s motivation, behaviour and the development of a thriving learning community. ‘It reminds us that there is much more to education than a narrow concentration on target setting and league tables’ (p2) and invites the reader to believe ‘we can if...’ (p3).

After a comprehensive contents list (necessary because not only does this book retell a story but it also serves as a very practical guide to school improvement) and two pages of poignant acknowledgements, there is a short and informative introduction. The book is then broken into ten sections, each having their theme highlighted at the outset and evaluated at the end, and each relaying the process and the consequences of a transformation of learning. Sections range from Developing Teaching Practice to Enhance Pupils’ Learning, Supporting Teachers as Learners and Researchers, Providing Leadership for Learning, Accelerating Children’s Learning and Keeping Track of Children’s Learning. The final section, Transforming Learning and Teaching – Lessons and Key Principles, concludes by sharing how the children led the process of transformation, enabling all schools to learn with and from them. The book ends, pertinently, with a poem composed by a group of children entitled, The Growth of Learning (p187).

Through honesty and a ‘warts and all’ approach, the book gently reminds the reader (whether they lead a school, are a policy maker, a governor or a Newly Qualified Teacher) that developing, changing and improving learning and teaching in the classroom is at the heart of school improvement and hence the raising of children’s attainment. It chronicles the project in such a way that, despite many difficulties - none more tragic than the death of a respected and committed head teacher - that everything is achievable if the desire and will are there. It offers a range of very real and practical advice, from how to develop children’s emotional intelligence to how to foster proactive and distributed leadership; ‘we were united in our view that despite national initiative, middle managers were still an underrated force in the march for school improvement’. The book’s authors, like any effective learning community, are self-evaluating and the book raises questions unrelentingly through the pages. The reader can’t help but anticipate answers, debate possible outcomes and consequences and therefore, unwittingly, learn about learning. The concepts explored are not new but the way the journey has been shared with the reader is.

Despite the magnitude of the content and context of the project, Transforming Learning and Teaching is an easy book to read. It is segmented into user-friendly sections; enabling the reader to skim where necessary and delve deeper when needed. The tone is supportive, genuine and fosters the learning-centred ethos it promotes so clearly.

In summary, this book is thought-provoking and informative and it should be referred to time and time again. It will appeal to those many teachers who know the key to developing lifelong learners is learning about yourself first. In the words of the pupils from the project, ‘We feel that to be a learner ... is like the title on a book and if that title wasn’t there we wouldn’t know where we were’ (p174).

Amanda Jennings takes up the Headship of John Bramston Primary School, Redbridge, in September 2005
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