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Looking to Learn 1

The third section, Looking to Learn 3, features 
two example accounts of practice. They have been 
written by teams who have used and refined the 
support materials in this booklet.

We hope Looking to Learn will be of use to you if 
you are interested in disciplined peer enquiry, how 
to create and use written accounts of practice, 
and the potential benefits of the process that 
combines both for making learning more widely 
available. 

In addition, these materials can be used 
independently to support the leadership of a 
number of learning processes:

enquiry planning
disciplined shared enquiry
the joint writing of accounts
the use of written accounts to transfer learning 
between and beyond participating sites.

•
•
•
•

Looking to Learn is a guide to innovative and 
disciplined collaborative enquiry. It outlines an 
approach that combines peer observation and 
written accounts of practice. 

This first section, Looking to Learn 1, sets out the 
background and rationale to this approach. It also 
outlines an overview and step-by-step guide to 
undertaking Looking to Learn in schools and other 
organisations. 

The second section, Looking to Learn 2, provides 
a set of four guides designed to support those 
who wish to convene or lead the enquiry process 
and the creation of written accounts. Each of these 
guides offers a detailed picture of what’s involved 
throughout the Looking to Learn process.

They include:
learning from written accounts in a study 
group (Guide 1)
using written accounts to provide reflection 
(Guide 2)
getting the most out of the peer enquiry 
process (Guide 3)
how to write and use your own accounts   
(Guide 4).

•

•

•

•

Preface

“People going through this process have 
an opportunity to reflect – that’s really 
powerful.” 

“Looking at what you do in this reflective 
and analytical way – supported by external 
perspective and multiple evidence sources 
– offers new insights into our practice.”  

Next Practice practitioners

Prepare ReflectWriteEnquire
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What is Looking to Learn? 
Looking to Learn is a structured peer enquiry and 
learning process. It helps participants learn with 
and from colleagues in order to improve practice. 

Schools invite peers into their working 
environments to learn together about practice in 
the host school. The visit is conducted jointly, with 
hosts and visiting colleagues working together. 
Visitors will produce a written account that 
makes sense of, and interprets, the practice they 
have seen. This account forms a basis for wider 
reflection and learning.

Why use Looking to Learn?
It is a way to make practitioner innovation 
visible and transferable.
It respects practitioners’ knowledge as an 
important source of professional learning.
It enables participants to connect with, adapt 
and share what they know.
It facilitates disciplined, collaborative enquiry.

Looking to Learn offers a stimulus for reflective 
learning, and opportunities for peers to 
investigate and challenge each other’s practice. 

As a result, the process provides new perspectives 
on current practice, offering insights into potential 
priorities for improvement.  With the approval of 
all parties, the accounts can also be made

•

•

•

•

available for wider public use, so enabling practice-
to-practice learning.

Who should be involved? 
Looking to Learn can provide a range of individuals 
with the space and time to learn together in 
practical and reflective ways. It can involve 
individuals at all levels of the school including:

leadership teams
teaching and non-teaching staff
school governors
pupils/students.

What are the key assumptions? 
There are five assumptions that apply to disciplined 
participation in this work. Participants:

work together so each participant feels 
valued, motivated, accountable and has the 
opportunity to contribute equally to collective 
outcomes
observe in a reflective, analytical but non-
judgemental manner
provide an authentic account that is directly 
helpful to the host environment, one that 
reflects, interprets, and inspires discussion
are willing to learn from the critical 
perspectives, description and evaluation of 
others and to act on this new understanding
are committed to contributing to the account as 
the recorded and usable outcome of the shared 
enquiry.

•
•
•
•

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Introduction
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At a 
glance ...

Whether you are inviting colleagues to bring an 
external eye to an aspect of your work, or whether 
you have been invited to make a visit to another 
school, you need to be clear from the beginning 
about what is involved in creating an account of 
practice. 

Hosts and visitors will gain from having an 
overview of the enquiry process, and the distinct 
roles and responsibilities they have within it.

The following information provides a quick 
overview of the Looking to Learn process.

Understand the process
All participants must understand that Looking 
to Learn is designed for learning and not for 
accountability.

Hosts and visitors will: 

• spend time together agreeing on the purpose 
and focus of the enquiry into the site’s 
practice

• ensure everyone in the host environment 
understands the process, especially those 
who are going to be observed and engaged

• involve all participants in agreeing the 
suggested protocols for how hosts and 
visitors will conduct the visit

• appoint one person to be convenor, someone 
confi dent of the process, whose main 
responsibility is to look after the activity and 
ensure agreed protocols are observed.

Prepare Refl ectWriteEnquire
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Learn from the outcomes
Visiting colleagues undertake to create a written 
account, and make it available for discussion. 
When it has been validated by the host site, the 
hosts in turn undertake to reflect on the account 
and use it to improve their practice. The account 
also ensures that others who are not directly 
participating can learn from the insights the 
group has generated.

Visitors will:

make time for individuals to record initial 
thoughts, impressions, judgements and 
interpretations, either at the end of the visit, 
or as soon as possible after the visit

•

Engage with practice 
Hosts need to create a climate in which the visitors 
can ask challenging and difficult questions, and in 
which they can share concerns, and wonder about 
possibilities.

Hosts and visitors will: 

•	 hold a pre-meeting (or at least a pre-
conversation). This is an opportunity to be 
clear about the focus of the visit and the kinds 
of question the group wants to ask. It allows 
the group to rehearse the agreed protocols 
and to agree together the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of 
gathering information

•	 get inside the area of focus through the 
enquiry, so some insight can be generated. 
This means genuine engagement with practice 
around the area of focus; visiting classrooms, 
talking to staff, looking at children’s work; 
talking with youngsters or perhaps their 
parents

•	 take time through ongoing conversation 
during the enquiry to make sense together of 
what the group is seeing and hearing.

•	 decide who will write the first draft, what 
role the rest of the group will play, and the 
deadline for completion. The group should 
agree the framework for the writing.

discuss key ideas, recording the emerging 
issues, agreeing the way in which these 
themes will be portrayed and how they will 
fit together

•

Hosts will:

•	 use the written account as a study document 
to stimulate ideas for improvement in 
practice. 
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Plan this 
visit ...

Step-by-step guide 
These four steps provide a simple starting framework, and 
are written for hosts and visitors. As you become familiar 
with the protocols, you may wish to adapt the framework 
to suit your purpose.  

1. Prepare 
Creating the right climate 

Hosts
Start by spending some time as a host group refl ecting. 
Use an example account as a study piece. Discuss its 
implications for your practice, and use your discussions to 
think about what area you would like to invite visitors to 
focus on in the peer enquiry process. 

Is your chosen focus one that will generate useful learning, 
and not just reinforce what you already know? 

REMEMBER
The focus could be something on which the host school 
has worked, eg a curriculum area, the introduction of 
a new system, a school-wide initiative like Assessment 
for Learning, the climate for learning, the impact of new 
leadership arrangements, or a 0-19 inclusion policy. These 
are really hard to view objectively from the inside. Be 
prepared to challenge yourselves. 

Visitors
Arrange for a discussion between the host group and one 
of your visiting team – the invited external colleagues. 

Agree the focus for the visit, and the key questions that will 
be asked to start with. Decide what kind of information 
and evidence needs to be gathered during the visit. What 
kinds of thing will you look for? Where will you go? Who 
will you speak to? What documentation will you look at?  

What kind of thing will give you the best new insights into 
the chosen area of focus? Where will you go to get them? 

REMEMBER
It is very easy to collect too much information and then 
not know how to make sense of it all. Keep your area of 
focus in mind at all times. 

If you decide to observe in the classroom, interview staff , 
do group interviews with staff  or students, or observe 
movement and interaction in the corridors, keep asking 
yourself: “what can they tell me about the focus area and 
question?”

Agree a 
focus ...

Prepare Refl ectWriteEnquire Prepare
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Plan this 
visit ... Agree a 

focus ...

2. Enquire 
Conducting the visit, collecting the data, making sense 

Hosts and visitors
The convenor has a key role to play in this stage, by co-
ordinating the team carrying out the enquiry. Convenors 
ensure all voices are heard and valued, and that good 
questions are asked to frame the conversations. 

Make sure the visitors are accompanied by at least one 
colleague from the host school, if not more. They are part 
of the learning dialogue and should be conversational 
partners as the enquiry evolves. 

As information is gathered, observations made, and ideas 
exchanged, collaborative ‘sense’ is made of the emerging 
data through ‘corridor conversations’. This is a vital 
part of the learning process which begins to frame the 
observations and reframe the enquiry question.
 
How will you keep a record of the key things that come 
up in conversation? 

REMEMBER
New questions emerge as the visit progresses, and the 
conversations the group has fed into them. Use these as 
insights, or hypotheses, and test them out as you go.

 

EnquirePrepare Refl ectWriteEnquire

Have  ‘sense-
making’ 
conversations

Take  notes, 
lots of 
notes!
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3. Write 
Preparing and writing the collaborative account 

Visitors
The collaborative account will be created from the central 
questions the group members asked, the observations 
they made, and the key impressions they formed. Make 
time after the visit has been completed to discuss your 
observations and impressions as a group. Both the visitors 
and the host will have notes, and these can be used as a 
foundation for the post-visit conversation. 

Agree a writing frame that captures the areas of consensus 
and diff erence and then decide who will write the fi rst draft 
of the account. Write the notes up as soon as you can so 
that they help and inform the person doing the writing. 
Use questions such as: What did I see, hear, feel? What were 
the key things that made me think? What was I impressed 
by and what was I unsure about? What connections can I 
make? What alignment did I see?   

How will you ensure that observations and impressions 
are written in a non-judgemental but challenging and 
interpretative way?

REMEMBER
It is absolutely vital that this initial writing process is 
conducted in the right spirit. It is not adversarial or 
inspectorial in tone. It is usually more helpful to pose the 
challenging questions that emerged than to give answers.

Writing the collaborative account 
Having used the personal notes to establish important 
shared themes and key diff erences in judgement, one 
person, or a small team, can then use the agreed frame 
and the content from the notes, for the fi nal written 
account, which needs to gather and represent all 
viewpoints. 

What frame will you use? How will you incorporate the 
evidence you gathered? How will you make sure the 
writing is a useful study piece for others? 

REMEMBER
The piece needs to get beyond being an affi  rmation of 
success to ask some questions about how that success 
was achieved, what the diffi  cult moments were and how 
they were overcome.  It also needs to go on to ask some 
questions of future practice, how it could be even better, 
how it could be more consistently applied, what the next 
challenges might be, or how it might be sustained over 
time. The piece needs to be long enough to ask questions 
of practice but short enough to be utilised in a ‘study 
group’ session. 

Prepare Refl ectWriteEnquire Write

Write up 
notes soon 
after the visit
notes soon notes soon notes soon 

Write a 
collaborative 
account
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4. Refl ect 
Using the written piece and the experience of doing it, to 
make a diff erence 

Hosts and visitors
The fi nal account becomes a study piece for wider 
audiences to consider – within the host school, within 
visiting colleagues’ schools, and in the wider context in 
which they work.  Using study group protocols for this 
exercise can signifi cantly assist the learning. Audiences can 
vary, from a whole staff  group, a department, leaders from 
a group of schools, governors, to other partners within the 
local community. 

The piece becomes a stimulus for thinking about how 
things could change and improve. Accounts created 
with this in mind may also be used as publicly available 
documents.  Posted on the web, they become ways in 
which practice-to-practice innovation and learning can be 
shared.

How will you analyse together the potential for change in 
future practice? How will you put what you’ve discussed 
into practice? 

REMEMBER
It is really important that everyone contributes at this 
stage, as this is where the ideas for future action are 
generated and possible change is initiated. If you used an 
account in the preparation phase, re-use the study group 
protocol (see Looking to Learn, Guide 1) for this account. If 
you didn’t, use it now. 

Refl ectPrepare Refl ectWriteEnquire

Ask 
yourselves ...
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Prepare ReflectWriteEnquire Reflect

Learning from the process 
At the end of each cycle (prepare, enquire, write and reflect), 
the participants should take time to reflect upon their 
growing understanding of the process too. 

The process can be adapted to a variety of purposes: within 
school, department to department, drawing in governor 
involvement, including students, or other community 
partners. 

How will you ensure that you learn from the experience and 
become increasingly skilled in the process? 

What’s the difference? 
How much have things changed? At some point you will 
want to reflect on what the outcomes have been. 

Hosts should ask themselves the following questions: 

What do we do now that we were not doing before?
What were we doing before that we do not do now?
Has the involvement provoked any meaningful change 
in: understanding, discussion about practice, actual 
practice, culture?
How real is the outcome, and does it feel as if it has some 
lasting power?
Have the Looking to Learn protocols affected how we 
enquire?

Once completed, the process could then be repeated with 
the roles reversed and a reciprocal account created within 
the schools of the visiting participants. Other school or 
group members can be supported to use the approach too. 

•
•
•

•

•
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Transferring knowledge and learning between 
colleagues is not easy to achieve. However, we know that 
there is a better chance of success if robust rather than 
casual processes are followed. The structure and clear 
protocols off ered by Looking to Learn will help you and 
your colleagues engage in disciplined learning. 

Hosts must think deeply about the chosen area of focus, 
engage in conversation with their peers during the 
enquiry, and then use this and their written account to 
refi ne their practice further. Visitors must make sense of 
what they see, fi nd an analytical frame together with hosts 
to refl ect their understandings, write the account together, 
refl ect on what they have learned and produce a written 
representation to share with others. 

This introductory section has outlined a number of steps 
that will lead to the generation of a written account. It’s 
important to recognise that actually taking those steps 
and applying the process in the complex environment of 
a school is another matter. For example, whenever skilled 
professionals enter an unfamiliar environment they begin 
to make judgements about what they see and hear. When 
creating an account of practice this can be risky, because 
observation for accountability is so much a part of our 
system.

Acknowledging the social, emotional and psychological 
complexity of a specifi c context from the outset is vital.  
Convenors and participants alike must take responsibility 
for ensuring that this process is about learning. In the 
event that this doesn’t happen, participants’ professional  
relationships could be jeopardised, and they could be left 
feeling dissociated from the outcome of the enquiry itself.

The skill here is to use those judgements to stimulate 
discussion and conversation, and to pose questions that 
draw everyone into ‘wondering’ about practice, questioning 
existing practices or imagining new practices. 

Whether you are a host or a visitor, participation in Looking 
to Learn means enquiring, sharing interpretations, honing 
skills in asking questions, knowing where to look to fi nd 
things out, and being open to new answers. Ultimately, it 
means a re-connection with what it means to be a learner.  

Pause for thoughtPrepare Refl ectWriteEnquire

Now 
what?

Start 
looking!
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Looking to Learn 2
Convenors’ guides
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Looking to Learn 2

These are:

Guide 1: Learning from written accounts 
•	 helps you plan an effective enquiry 

	 supports Looking to Learn Step 1 – 		
	 Prepare

Guide 2: Disciplined shared enquiry 
•	 helps you lead a pre-enquiry visit 		
	 conversation and the enquiry itself

	 supports Looking to Learn Step 2 – 		
	 Enquire

Guide 3: Making sense together 
•	 helps you lead a post-enquiry visit 	
	 meeting

	 supports Looking to Learn Step 3 –		
	 Write

Guide 4: How to create reflective accounts 
•	 helps you use written accounts to 		
	 transfer learning and inform further 	
	 enquiries 

	 supports Looking to Learn Step 4 –		
	 Reflect

•

•

•

•

This section, Looking to Learn 2, provides 
a set of four guides designed to support 
those who wish to convene or lead the 
enquiry process and the creation of 
written accounts. Each of these guides 
offers a detailed picture of what’s involved 
throughout the Looking to Learn process.

Key to convenors’ guides
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Guide 1

Reading and talking about a 
written account in a study group 
is an excellent way to plan an 
enquiry. It enables groups of 
enquirers to explore the practice 
of peers and identify a focus 
for change. What follows is an 
outline of the three distinct parts 
to the study group process. You 
could use this to inform Looking 
to Learn Step 1 – Prepare.

1 Individual reading – take time to 
read the piece, consider its meaning 
and make notes.

In any group discussion, people need 
a chance to decide what they think 
initially. Start with giving people 
room to gather their thoughts and 
to write them down. Make sure 
everyone has a copy of the study 

piece that they can write on, a copy 
of some guiding generic questions 
and a copy of the discussion 
questions.

You can frame this with these generic 
guiding questions:

What is this piece about?

What school issues does it raise?

What problems are posed?

What questions would you ask 
the writer if s/he were present?

What strikes a chord with you?

This list seems simple, but these 
questions often bring out deeper 
and more important questions about 
your own practice, about leadership 
or culture, or taken-for-granted 
issues, which can then be discussed 
at more length. 

2 Conversation in small groups 
– share and hear about each other’s 
thoughts. 

Make room for those who are quieter 
to express themselves in a smaller 
setting first. This can be done by 

•

•

•

•

•

splitting into groups of two or three, 
to share initial thoughts and ideas 
with one or two others. Allocate a 
few minutes for each participant 
in the group to talk without 
interruption about his/her thoughts 
whilst the other participants listen. 

Everyone has personal responses, 
and the point of the discussion is to 
explore what connections the piece 
has with their own practice. The 
following discussion questions help 
to do this:

Can you identify things in 		
the text that resonate with you? 
How do you feel about the issues 
raised? How do you see things 
now? How would you aspire for 
things to be?

Can you identify things in the 
text that jar, that make you feel 
uncomfortable? Do they conflict 
with your sense of the way things 
are or should be?

Are there things you admire 	
in the account that you do not 
feel are currently possible for 
you?  Why is that? What would 
need to change for them to 
become possible?  

•

•

•




