
Mastery within our curriculum



“Mastery is not a function of genius or 
talent. It is a function of time and intense 

focus applied to a particular field of 
knowledge.”

Robert Greene



Characteristics of Mastery 

Pupil is entirely independent –

can use the concept 

independently 

Pupil is entirely fluent in their 

application of a concept

Pupil is able to apply their 

learning in a range of contexts 

and across subjects 

Pupil is consistent over time in 

relation to the concept



Rather than thinking about what mastery looks like in a particular subject, a 

more useful starting point could be asking the following question… 

Pupil shows 

confidence after a 

break and requires 

no pre-teaching or 

reminders. 

Pupil can synthesize 

their learning, ie can 

use it in connections 

with other learning 

an

Pupil can explain 

connections with 

other learning 

Pupil can explain 

their thinking and 

can also search for  

alternative ways

Pupil shows resilience 

in relation to their 

learning and 

application 



What is Not Mastery 
➢ Mastery is not working on content from the next year up

➢ Mastery in Maths is not practicing the same concept with a bigger number

➢ Mastery in reading is not necessarily reading a more challenging text.

When looking at the national curriculum, there is a temptation to attempt to

define mastery in each subject. People try to do this by looking at the end of

year expectations and then considering what mastery might look like in

relation to them. This could be a useful process. The danger here is that

mastery becomes content based and somewhat of a ‘tick list’. An even

bigger danger is that any definition strays into content from the next year

group. Is mastery about what pupils learn or is it more about how they

demonstrate and articulate their learning?



Mastery within the curriculum

 Progression is more focused on understanding and developing mastery in the National Curriculum than on mere 
progression to the next set of content.

 The mastery pedagogy works on the principle that all learners, with effort, will meet expectations. It works on the 
premise that great teaching, based on formative assessment, particularly great questioning, is key. Precise 
assessment, teaching that closes any gaps, thinking about ability differently are all part of the mastery pedagogy.

 All children should have a deep learning of key ideas/constructs and opportunities for even deeper learning 
(growth mindset). For some learners they will be able to access, within a construct, even greater challenge to 
deepen their thinking further. Mastery learning is deep learning that sticks and can be recalled over time. It is 
necessary to have deep learning in order to meet the key objectives. In essence, in order to meet the objectives 
securely children need to have mastered them.



Mastery within the curriculum



Characteristics of mastery:

 Complete independence in using a concept, skills or knowledge

 Fluency in the application of a concept, skills or knowledge

 Ability to apply learning across subject boundaries

 Consistency in application over a period of time

 Ability to apply without reminders or pre-teaching

 Ability to explain connections with other learning

 Evidence of resilience in applying their learning

 Ability to teach to another



Make sure that the learning journey is clear

 Mastery connects best to a learning sequence or journey. A clear learning journey enables our pupils to engage 
with the context for learning first, i.e. how the learning relates to their life experience, the real world or 
something else concrete that the pupil can identify with.

 This makes it easier to then teach new learning since the pupil has something concrete on which to add new 
ideas and concepts. In turn, this enables teachers to identify which learning requires the greatest exemplification 
and focus.

Mastery map: 

Context and 

reinforcement 

are crucial 

aspects on 

the road to 
mastery



Ensure all learning begins with the concrete

The best learning, in every context will usually start 
from a point of concrete object or experience, which 

children can make an instant connection with. For 
learning to  be effective, we need to make sense of 

new learning by putting it into a context that the 
children already know and understand.



Generate a sense of purpose and audience
As well as context, our pupils need to know the purpose of the new learning – “why” are we asking our pupils to learn 
this or acquire this skill? What learning is it based on? Where will this learning lead? In other words, how does this 
learning fit into “the big picture”? This helps to provide the “why” of learning.



Evaluating their own learning
Plan multiple opportunities for pupils to evaluate their own learning and that of others. Pupils’ 
engagement in their own learning and progress is key to the quality of that learning and progress.

If we want our pupils to master their learning, we must create meaningful opportunities for peer and 
self-assessment. However, make sure that the skills of peer and self-assessment are taught, just as you 
would teach any other skill. To make peer and self-assessment work for both you and your pupils:

 Have clear assessment criteria.

 Develop the assessment criteria with students.

 Use anonymous examples of work.

 Vary the type of work they assess.

 Model responses so they know what good peer assessment can look like.

 Allow time to respond.

 Provide feedback on their peer/self-assessments so that they can improve their own assessment 
skills.



Create a common language for ‘mastery’

If we want our pupils to engage effectively with mastery, they need to 
engage with the language of mastery and this language needs to be 
consistent across our schools. Examples of how we can do this include:

 The consistent use of agreed question stems for mastery.

 Prompt cards and sentence stems for mastery.

 Mastery learning displays: make classroom displays interactive and 
engaging by displaying pupil work that models the stages of mastery 
learning, evidences the stages of success, and includes clear teacher 
feedback explaining how to improve.

Do you agree 

that__________?

What is most important?

What ideas can you add 

to___________?

What would you 

predict/infer 

from________?

How is_____ an example of 

_______?



Make the learning visible across the environment

Not only do your pupils need to be clear about what, why and how they are learning, they also need to know that 
learning takes place in a variety of contexts – classroom, across our schools, in our communities, at home etc. This 
should be evidenced visually since most of us learn even better with visual reinforcement. By showing our pupils that 
learning is all around us at all times, it gives them reasons to deepen their learning and understanding.



Conclusion
Essentially, mastery refers to understanding, on a deep level, the 
taught curriculum. Mastery in learning should not be all smoke 
and mirrors, it is just about broader cognitive stretch, as opposed 
to racing through curriculum content.


