
 

 

The road to mastery 

Here, at South Hetton Primary School, maths has always been an area where we consistently met or exceeded 

national expectations. However, it was evident that there were areas where gaps would form, leaving a lot of 

catch-up being required in year 6. Teaching in year 6 would often follow an approach that fostered differentiation 

by outcome or support rather than task in order to close gaps and prepare children for end of key stage testing. 

It was felt that there were areas for improvement within the mathematics curriculum and the school began to 

invest in appropriate CPD to explore the mastery approach. 

In the Summer term of 2017, the school applied for a place on the Great North Maths Hub Teaching for Mastery 

Workgroup. Once a place was secured, teaching staff were sent on training for bar modelling and an introduction 

to the mastery approach. 

In September of 2017, the school embarked on the Teaching for Mastery Workgroup and began to make changes 

to the maths curriculum. Whole school CPD was carried out by one of the maths leads to introduce the workgroup 

and the expected changes to staff. Initial changes were on the teaching methods used in the classroom. We 

introduced the resources from White Rose Mathematics and teachers were encouraged to follow the calendar as 

set out by white rose as an initial step. We were prepared for changes to the teaching approach to take time, 

however, the new methods and ideas as set out by the mastery approach were met with enthusiasm by staff 

across the school. During the Autumn term, the school invested in the Maths No Problem textbooks for all year 

groups to provide a bank of questions that could be used to support teaching and learning. 

By the end of the Autumn term of 2017, differentiation across school had altered dramatically. By this point, all 

teachers would use a black learning objective and all pupils would embark on the same task, exploring the same 

level of questioning. All children would complete a series of fluency questions to secure understanding of a 

concept, followed by problem solving and reasoning questions to deeper understanding. Rapid graspers would then 

be challenged with further ‘use your head’ deeper-thinking questions.  

As we move towards the Spring term of 2018, we are continually assessing, monitoring and developing our 

approach to the mastery curriculum through continued participation in the workgroup, continued staff 

development and further investment in concrete resources. Autumn term data shows that all classes throughout 

KS1 and KS2 are expected to be in line with national expectations at the end of the year. This is an improvement 

on previous years where a dip would often be seen, particularly across KS2. It is hoped that more children will 

enter each new school year with a stronger understanding of maths, a confident approach to challenges, resilience 

and enthusiasm. The aim of the mastery approach is to take away the stigma of maths and the belief that some 

people will always find it difficult. 

 

What does a typical maths lesson look like? 

It must be remembered that South Hetton Primary School are in the very early stages of the mastery journey. 

As such, there may be some classes trialling a new approach before it is rolled out across the school and in these 

circumstances, differences may be seen in teaching styles or in books. 

A typical maths lesson across school will adopt a back and forth approach to teaching. Lessons will be taught using 

a whole-class teaching approach with all pupils interacting with the teacher and the problems provided. Children 

will then embark on the individual task, which will incorporate fluency questions, problem solving and reasoning 

questions and, for some, a ‘use your head’ challenge.  

Books across school will all show a similar approach to questioning. 3 fluency questions, problem solving and 

reasoning questions and then challenge questions for the rapid-graspers. The only exception to this approach will 

be seen in year 1, where the fluency and problem solving and reasoning questions may make up part of several days 

of teaching rather than being completed within a single lesson. Differentiation will be through scaffolding, 

support and outcome rather than task. This takes away the long-standing belief that struggling children need to 

be given easier activities; an approach which can often be detrimental to children as they are not sufficiently 

challenged and develop an awareness of their position within the class from a very early age. 
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Supporting all children  

The majority of marking is completed within 

the lesson through a verbal feedback 

approach. This enables teaching staff to 

quickly identify the children who need to 

move on quickly and those who need 

additional support, ensuring speedy and 

appropriate intervention is carried out. 

Rapid graspers may be asked to complete 

fewer fluency questions if they are secure 

in that particular concept and will move 

more rapidly on to the problem solving and 

reasoning tasks while those children 

struggling with a concept will be provided 

with additional scaffolding, perhaps verbal 

support, concrete apparatus or pictoral 

support, to ensure gaps are closed. The 

teacher and teaching assistant will provide 

support as appropriate within the class to 

make sure that no child is left behind and 

any misconceptions are quickly identified 

and addressed. Any children still struggling 

towards the end of the lesson will be taken 

out of class in small groups later in the day 

to complete ‘catch up’ activities to address 

misconceptions and ensure a preparedness 

for the following session.   

Tracking attainment and progress 

The school tracking system is also in its infancy and is continually 

being assessed for effectiveness, ease of use, ease of 

understanding and purpose within school. At present, the school 

system focuses on key objectives from the maths curriculum. 

Teachers can then apply a numerical value to each objective for 

each child, which is then converted to an average numerical score 

across the subject indicating below national, national or greater 

depth. Where several objectives have not yet been covered, as can 

happen in the Autumn term particularly, teachers are able to 

provide a single teacher assessed numerical value for that child, 

indicating whether they expect the child will meet, not meet, or 

exceed national by the end of that academic year. 

Since the introduction of the mastery approach, teacher’s 

expectations for children at the end of the academic year have 

risen. It could be argued that this is due to the reduction in gaps 

across school, often caused in the past by extensive 

differentiation, and that the mastery approach is enabling more 

children to ‘keep up’ with their peers and with the curriculum 

expectations. 

The tracking systems quickly and efficiently identify areas of 

difficulty for whole class, groups and individuals, enabling these 

areas to be addressed with further taught sessions. Termly pupil 

progress meetings identify target children for further 

interventions and teachers are trusted to use their professional 

judgement on the interventions carried out. Assessment is through 

continuous formative assessment as well as termly summative 

assessment. 

 

 

 

 


