Tallis Lab – Student Feedback

At a number of points last year, I as the Creative Agent interviewed a random group of students, with a range of abilities, in order to discover whether they a) understood the aims, and thinking, behind the approach of Tallis Lab, and b) whether they felt that it had impacted on their skills and learning. 

Thomas Tallis, as a designated School of Creativity, has committed to offering the opportunity for students to assess their progress in three areas (see below). This was in line with the school's stated aim – within the SoC Strategic Plan - of 'exploring, theoretically and practically, the nature and benefits of creativity in education...to draw a clearer link between creative learning and attainment; develop strategies for ensuring that students are independently and actively engaged in their learning, and that they are able to define their preferred learning modes'. 

The most striking aspect of the interviews was the directness with which the students addressed, in simple straightforward terms – in marked contract to the many theoretical frameworks extant - the benefits of the Lab approach to teaching and learning (unfortunately, not apparent within the text is the enthusiasm with which the students offered their opinions):

1) The development and communication of new skills, ideas, knowledge and understanding; Increased knowledge and understanding of the philosophy and practice underpinning creative learning.

It is apparent from the interviews that the students understand that their participation in Tallis Lab sessions is part of a broad shift – both within the school and the wider education sector – towards 'creative learning'; and that whilst the context was explained to them at the beginning of the school year, they reached clear, independent conclusions on the benefits that the approach offers them: 

'The lesson gets us more involved, and gives us more responsibility for our own learning';

'We've learned from our mistakes - without teachers telling us we've had to work it out for ourselves'; 

'As a result, I've learnt how to work within a group, and communicate better with my classmates'

2) Adoption of personalised learning programmes; curriculum content delivery led by students; Working as co-constructors of learning with teachers and creative practitioners

The students are excited by the possibilities offered by Tallis Lab, beyond that which might be explained by the 'novelty value' of having one lesson within which a different approach is taken. They are keen to develop personalised learning; within Tallis Lab sessions they decided on the content- and subject-areas that they would be focusing on, which led to considered and considerable understanding of the impact on their individual skillset: 

'We are tired of 30s-style textbook learning where there's no real engagement and passion...with Lab, there is more substance, and we can help ourselves as well as the teachers helping us'; 

'This gives us more help when we're older,when we're doing our jobs we're not going to be reading a manual saying what to do, we're going to be thinking it up ourselves.' 

3) Reflecting on learning; Students engaging in defining preferred learning styles.

Tallis Lab offers the students an opportunity not only to learn, but also gives them space to reflect on why the sessions operate in this manner, and how they are learning within it; they were given the opportunity to demonstrate a passion for learning, and took it:

'Tallis Lab is a reflecting lesson: you have to think of ideas and you are not told exactly what you should be doing. You are given an idea and then you have to expand it by yourself which I think is good because you get more independence'; 

'The teachers want to see if it is better to leave you on your own; some lessons have worked, some haven't. I've got better at figuring out solutions for problems, but when the internet doesn't work it's frustrating'; 

'We get to use technology every lesson, which is a good way of expanding our ideas because using pen and paper is quite limited. You can do research and make presentations easily';

'I work better in lessons that are fun, and different, and Tallis LAB is fun and different'

As noted in the SoC End of Year reflection, 'For the staff team, it is essential that impetus is given to…further facilitate the personalisation of learning through the promotion of a variety of teaching and learning styles, and that those staff who are not currently engaged in developing creative learning skills should be supported to do so; this may require senior management to develop methods whereby they can demonstrate the impact of creative learning on individual students.' As Creative Agent I would suggest that further, and extensive, recording and analysis of students' learning experience can only contribute to this process, with one suggestion being to equip a number of Year 7 students with hand-held devices to enable them to record positive learning experiences on a dedicated online presence, and track their progress through the years. 

