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Principles for Lesson Design 

Overview 

Designing lessons should be considered as a process rather than a product. Much of this complex, layered 

process is inherently invisible as it requires hard thinking. Individual lesson plans are the product of this 

thinking and design process – they provide a useful tool that can be used as an aide-memoire by you and as 

the basis for professional discussion between you and your mentors. As you become more experienced you 

will find the process develops in terms of the speed with which you can design a lesson (or sequence of 

lessons). Additionally, your understanding of how to incorporate the different facets of planning (e.g. 

adaptive teaching, inclusion, conceptual understanding etc.) will become more holistic. 

The Five Principles for Lesson Design are framed as questions that you ask yourself as you move around the 

design process.  

The Guidance for Lesson Design that follows is posed in a question format to prompt the hard thinking 

required. Although this is written sequentially there is no suggestion that lesson planning is a linear process 

– far from it. Choose your starting point and move between the sections as required.
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Guidance for Lesson Design 

Who am I teaching? (BM2) (HPL2) 

• What do I know about my pupils? Consider age, SEND, Most Able, Pupil Premium, EAL, and pupil level

assessment data. 

• What do my pupils already know (prior knowledge)? How do I find this out?

What am I teaching? (HPL7) (SKP1) (SKP2) 

• Have I read the long term and medium-term plans used by my school?

The long-term plan could be the National Curriculum Programme of Study, a GCSE specification or a 
departmental overview of the curriculum. 

The medium-term plan could be the departmental ‘schemes of work’. 

Some schools may also have short term plans which are a ‘unit of work’ or a sequence of lessons. 

• What do I know and what do I need to know about the topic I will be teaching? Can I script a basic “I

do” that models the task as a core part of the lesson (embed new vocabulary and concrete to 

concept)? How will the pupils’ learning be assessed (summatively)? 

This is about your own subject knowledge – i.e. do I need to go and research/read/learn an aspect of 

the curriculum before I can continue planning? 

• How do I apply my new or expert subject knowledge to help me interpret the scheme of work? What

do we mean by interpreting the scheme of work…….. 

What do I 
need to 

teach Year 9 
this week?

What am I 
teaching 
Year 9 on 
Tuesday?

What do I 
want them 
to learn?

How do I 
frame a 
suitable 
learning 

objective?

Evidence of your impact on pupil progress over time 

Collect pupil data prior to the lesson to show the starting point. This data needs to reflect the 
skills, knowledge and understanding that the pupils currently have related to the intended 
learning outcomes of the lessons you are planning. Examples of where to access this data are: 
via department tracking systems, through discussions with class teachers and/or TAs, by looking 
through pupils’ exercise books, using your own observations of the class, discussions with the 
pupils themselves or via previous formative assessments. 
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For more guidance on framing Learning Objectives and Learning Outcomes see Wright, T. (2017) Chapter 5 

and Unit 1: Structuring Learning in Pedagogy and Practice: Teaching and Learning in Secondary Schools.  

Consider explaining and modelling ITAP strategies such as ‘zoom in, zoom out’, and ‘Why’ first strategy. 

How am I teaching? (HPL4) (HPL6) (HPL10) 

• What teaching models and/or strategies do I think will work best? These may be subject specific.

• What learning tasks match my chosen model/strategy?

• Are these tasks appropriate for my pupils (go back to Who am I teaching? if needed).

• How can I break the structure into chunks -starter, modelling, explanations, scaffolds? Perhaps use

scaffolded modelling, worked examples and/or live modelling. 

• How does my chosen structure ensure a clear purpose and process for learning?

• What do I need to plan to do or say in between tasks to make the learning explicit? Thinking this

through and even drafting a script will support you with assessing learning later. 

• Do I really understand why I am asking the pupils to do these tasks?

Evidence of your impact on pupil progress over time 

Collect samples of pupils’ work, including homework, and annotate to show how your teaching 
has helped pupils achieve the learning outcomes. Include examples of any interventions you 
made, for example, changing seating plans, providing revision sessions, use of praise, contact 
with parents etc. It is useful to take photographs of this ‘evidence’ to share with your mentor.  

How will the learning be assessed? (HPL3, HPL8) 

• What are your key questions? Will these questions target specific pupils?

• What responses do you expect pupils to give to your questions and tasks?

• Can you, by considering possible responses, pre-empt possible misconceptions and how you will deal

with them – perhaps use I do, we do, you do/backward fading? 

• As pupils engage with the tasks how do you manage your teacher presence to: eavesdrop, circulate

between groups, live mark and intervene etc. all of which will allow you to gauge understanding and 

progress? 

• How will you seek feedback on the tasks set e.g brief final mini-assessment, an exit task, plenary or

targeted questions linked to the lesson objectives? 

Evidence of your impact on pupil progress over time 

Your planning documents should show clearly what you want the pupils to learn. Sometimes 
there may be gaps in your own knowledge – this is normal. Subject Knowledge Audits can 
demonstrate how you have improved your own subject knowledge in preparation for teaching. 
Lesson observation feedback can focus on how your subject knowledge has impacted upon 
pupils’ engagement and enjoyment leading to them meeting the learning outcomes. 

It is important to stand back at several points during the lesson design process – 

this is a good point to do that. Have a break and then reassess what you have done 

so far.
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As you become more experienced you will, at this point in your lessons, be able to react flexibly to 

unforeseen responses. This is ‘Refection IN Action’ – see Cowan, J. (2006) & Brockbank, A. and McGill, 

I. (2007).

 

 

How did my teaching create learning? (HPL9) 

• Did pupils achieve the intended learning through the tasks set?

• How do I know? What evidence do I have?

• Think about the pupils learning behaviours – how did your teaching enable this?

• Relate back to your personal targets (from your Weekly Review or otherwise) and consider to what

extent you have met or evidenced them. 

Further reading: 

Rosenshine, B. (2012) Principles of Instruction: Research-based strategies that all teachers should know. 

American Educator, 12–20. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8535.2005.00507.x  

Sweller, J. (2016). Working Memory, Long-term Memory, and Instructional Design. Journal of Applied 

Research in Memory and Cognition, 5(4), 360–367. http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jarmac.2015.12.002. 

Evidence of your impact on pupil progress over time 

Your own lesson evaluation is an essential part of your evidence here. Also, the lesson 
observation notes from formal observations and the post lesson conversation. Evidence of 
pupils reflecting on their own learning can be included. Over time test/exam results will support 
your impact on pupil progress (however, tests are ‘noisy’ measures of attainment and should 
not be the only evidence offered). Video clips of a lesson, or lessons, can show individual pupils 
at the start, middle and end of a sequence of lessons. You could also use audio recordings to 
‘voice’ your evidence.  

Time for another coffee…. 

By rehearsing your explanation of your progress with your personal teaching targets 

you are developing the reflective behaviours required to move forward in time for 

your next Weekly Review meeting with your mentor and to plan your next lesson. 

This is ‘Reflection ON Action’ – see Cowan, J. (2006) & Brockbank, A. and McGill, I. 

(2007). 

Evidence of your impact on pupil progress over time 

Your annotated and amended planning will demonstrate how you have responded to the pupils’ 
needs identified via formative assessments. Examples of your marking of pupils’ work and how 
this was acted on by pupils showing improvements demonstrates the impact of your written 
feedback. Pupils’ self and peer assessment can be used to compare with your view of their 
progress. Again, keep photographic evidence to share with your mentor.   




