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Working with learners whose education had often been disrupted, and whose lives were shaped by displacement, uncertainty and responsibility far beyond their years, we needed a model that went far beyond content delivery. Our goal was to build a constructivist learning experience that enabled learners to develop the skills, understandings and agency required to make positive change in their lives, their communities and the world. The AAA+ model offered a clear, rigorous and ethical way to do this.

The AAA+ model became a powerful mediator for every aspect of our curriculum and pedagogy. [Its] structure allowed us to design learning that was deeply contextualised yet rigorous, adaptable across cultures and countries and resilient to the complexities of refugee learners’ lives… Students consistently describe their learning as meaningful, relevant and transformative, and we see this reflected in their ability to apply their understanding beyond the classroom. AAA+ has proven to be more than a pedagogical approach. It is a practical model for designing education in complex, diverse and rapidly changing contexts: one that places learner agency, deep understanding and real-world application at its centre.

— Mia Eskelund Pedersen & Polly Akhurst
Co-Founders and Co-Executive Directors of Amala Education
(formerly Sky School) https://www.amalaeducation.org
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Foreword

by Ollie Bray

Stuart MacAlpine was, quite literally, raised in schools – born into a family of educators and shaped by the values of progressive, human-centred education. That early immersion, particularly in schools like Bedales that championed learning through the head, hand and heart, laid the foundation for a lifelong commitment to education that is principled, purposeful and personal.

Few educators so confidently straddle the space between deep theory and grounded practice as Stuart does. Across an extraordinary career – from UK independent schools to the regenerative landscapes of New Zealand’s Taranaki region, from the refugee classrooms of Amala (formerly Sky School) to leadership roles in international systems – he has consistently modelled what it means to teach with purpose, precision and humanity. This book, AAA+: The Hesscairn Guide to Teaching for Understanding, is the culmination of those experiences. It is a guide for educators who want to do more than cover content. It’s for those who want to change lives.

I first met Stuart as he prepared to join our team at the LEGO Foundation in Denmark. He spoke – unscripted and energetically – about constructivism and constructionism, curriculum and conceptual transfer. But this wasn’t academic theatre; it was insight earned through years of grappling with what works in the real world. At Green School New Zealand, he built a concept-based diploma from the ground up. At United World College of South East Asia in Singapore, he led pedagogical reform across campuses. At Amala (formerly Sky School), he co-developed life-worthy learning pathways for displaced young people. He has contributed to major international efforts, including the OECD’s Education 2030 project and the UNDP’s Migrant Nations initiative. Now, based in Scotland and through his doctoral research at Cambridge, he continues to ask: how do we teach in ways that matter?

What makes AAA+ so valuable is that it doesn’t simply advocate for conceptual learning – it shows us how to do it. With clarity and wit, Stuart lays out the ‘why’ and the ‘how’ of teaching for understanding. He introduces the AAA+ model not as a gimmick, but as a way to honour the natural arc of human learning: awareness, abstraction, application and deliberate practice. Whether in Kinross, Kigali or Kathmandu, these are principles that transfer. The tools are practical, the insights evidence-informed and the tone refreshingly direct.

For those of us working on curriculum reform in Scotland – particularly through the Curriculum Improvement Cycle – this book could not be more timely. Our collective move towards a curriculum grounded in concepts, transferable understanding and deeper learning requires thoughtful, proven guidance. Stuart doesn’t just describe this kind of teaching – he has lived it, designed it and helped others enact it. He is, in every sense, a trusted guide.

It is often said that big ideas help children and young people make sense of the world. What this book does – clearly and compellingly – is help us make sense of big ideas. Through Stuart’s insight, humility and practical wisdom, AAA+ becomes more than a book, it becomes a companion for educators striving to do the right thing. And in a time when our greatest educational challenge is helping young people learn what truly matters in an increasingly complex world, there could be no better practical guide.

— Ollie Bray, Strategic Director, Education Scotland
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The AAA+ model was originally developed whilst I was working at the United World College of South East Asia (UWCSEA) in Singapore with an extraordinary group of educators. The original three-stage model was developed in 2014 when I was asked by James Dalziel and Nick Alchin to lead a group to understand what we mean by reflection. I facilitated a large group of teachers through a process to identify all the different parts of effective reflections and then tried to make sense of those practices in the form of a model. Natalie Merritt was a particularly strong contributor to the sense-making model. The first model that emerged was ‘awareness, analysis, application’. This was also partly inspired by the reflective conversation from cognitive coaching. The ‘triple A’ model of reflection began to be regularly used on East Campus, and I regularly presented on it to staff.

As UWCSEA undertook a concept-based curriculum led by Nancy Fairburn and Elizabeth Bray, we began to seriously explore concept-based teaching and learning and read our way through the literature on conceptualisation. Later, Carla Marschall joined the team and further enriched our conversations.

The East Campus leadership team attended the Lynn Erickson institute in the summer of 2017, paid for by the East Campus professional learning committee. During that week, I had a constant thought running through my head – ‘there has to be a simpler model of teaching and learning’. The penny dropped in a single moment sitting in the bar at the hotel in Haarlem, Netherlands where the training took place. The Awareness, Abstraction, Application model was not just for reflection – in fact, reflection was the outlier because ‘awareness’ was based in the past and recall. AAA was for any constructivist learning. I also realised that, along with every other model of constructivist learning, it missed the importance of practice and expertise. I had recently read Anders Ericsson’s Cambridge Handbook of Expertise and Expert Performance. The + for deliberate practice was added and AAA+ was born. I remember talking intently with Ted Cowan, Nancy Fairburn, Cameron Hunter, Deb Gordon and Cathy Jones straight after this moment and wondering what it might mean for us.

Upon returning to UWCSEA, I wrote the book over a weekend, lining up all the strategies we had been studying and gathering in the curriculum team and in my own reading. Concept lines and Venn diagrams from philosophy for children, analogies as sense making from cognitive coaching, Frayer models from language teaching. Everything just fell beautifully into place – essentially because all these strategies are constructivist ways to create awareness or abstraction of generalisations. Ted Cowan joked that the model was ‘breakfast at epiphanies’ as every time you saw a model of concept-based learning, it could be better and more simply explained by the ‘epiphany’ that it was following a simple AAA+ model. The first iteration of this book was published internally at UWCSEA in autumn term 2017 as a document, and by December 2017 was in wide circulation on campus. Many members of staff provided feedback. Deb Gordon and Nick Alchin in particular provided very useful notes and suggestions on the first drafts. Shortly after, the model was also taken up to be used as a major part of the development of Sky School, now called Amala. The first graphic of AAA+ was developed by Noah Katz based on a sketch I made.

I would like to acknowledge the importance of UWCSEA in the development of the model during my employment at the college. Without the team and opportunities at UWCSEA, there would be no AAA+. I am also grateful that Sky School, now Amala, embraced the model and showed what could be done with it in refugee settings, alongside what had already been achieved in conventional school settings.




Introduction

Learning and Teaching Big Ideas

Big ideas are called many things: conceptual understandings, generalisations and threshold concepts being just some of them. These terms all refer to constructing transferable conceptual ideas from specific knowledge and skill. Big ideas have always been at the heart of successful learning. But these ideas were developed in classrooms despite the lack of explicit scaffolding, not because of it. To quote Robert Gagné, if you want learners to construct big ideas, it is ‘inhumanely ineffective’ not to scaffold them well (Gagné, 1970). In a rapidly changing world, we need to be educating for big ideas, so it is important we provide that scaffolding.

I started my career teaching English language and literature in a range of leading schools. When people asked me what I did for a living and I told them, their response was often similar. It was something along the lines of ‘we studied Lord of the Flies/Of Mice and Men/Animal Farm when I was at school. I still remember it.’ If I asked them what they read now, there seemed to be no connection between what they did in class and any other book they read since. They often had warm memories of their English teacher, but apart from a warm afterglow, that was all. The lack of learning meaningful and transferable big ideas that indicates is a good example of the problem this book aims to address.

The main issue those comments illustrate is that the learning was focused only
















Teaching for Understanding with Big Ideas




The Importance of Teaching Big Ideas








Talking About Big Ideas


What Are Big Ideas?









How Can We Teach for Understanding?
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