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Book Review
The hidden lives of learners.
Nuthall, G. (2007).
Wellington: NZCER Press.
ISBN 978-1-877398-24-7. p. 174.
Reviewed by Colin Gibbs
The late Professor Nuthall is well known and deeply respected both in New
Zealand and internationally. Forty years of research on learning and teaching,
undertaken with meticulous care and using multiple recording techniques—audio,
video, observations, interviews, pre- and post-tests—reveal deep insightful
discoveries and revelations about learning and teaching. The back cover aptly
describes the book:
The hidden lives of learners takes the reader deep into the hitherto undiscovered
world of the learner. It explores the three worlds which together shape a student’s
learning—the public world of the teacher, the highly influential world of peers,
and the student’s own private world and experiences. What becomes clear is that
just because a teacher is teaching, does not mean students are learning.
The book is in seven chapters. The first chapter asks the question ‘What do
we know about effective teaching?’ and it introduces some of the issues and
common misunderstandings about learning and teaching. In this chapter, Nuthall
poses six questions which position his argument for the remainder of the book.
These questions are: ‘Just how do teachers differ from computers, television, or
good books?’ ‘Why can’t we tell a good teacher by observing in that teacher’s
classroom?’ ‘Why are there no universally good or bad teachers?’ ‘Why will public
measurement of student achievement never lead to improved teaching?’ ‘Why
can’t teachers become more effective as a result of the best methods of teaching?’,
and ‘Can we really look at effectiveness of teaching based on learning styles?’ All
these are rich and good questions—and each deserving of a book in themselves.
And they are the kinds of practical questions that Nuthall sought to answer
throughout his research career so that both teaching and learning may be enriched.
Chapter Two addresses myths about assessment—an important discussion,
and one which deserves careful consideration in the light of current policies
and practices in assessment in New Zealand. This is followed by a chapter on
understanding how students learn and remember what they learn. Chapters Four
and Five move the focus into the life of classrooms and how students’ learning
experiences are shaped by their relationships with their peers and by the peer
culture of the classroom. The evidence Nuthall presents, being drawn from New
Zealand contexts, is particularly relevant to understanding learning and teaching
in New Zealand schools. Nuthall also describes what he terms the messiness
of classroom experiences and how students grapple with making sense of their
learning. Chapter Six relates three case studies of Rata, Tui and Teine to illustrate
how the teaching and learning experiences of students may have more impact on
their learning than ethnicity. The final chapter, written by Ian Wilkinson and Richard
Anderson, provides a summary and suggests some implications for teaching and
learning.
This book is highly readable—it avoids the excesses of academic writing yet retains
the thoughtful precision that marks Graham’s work. While one might suggest that
the target audience is teachers, it is clear that the style of writing and presentation
opens the book to a much wider readership than this. Greta Morine-Dershinner, in
her foreword, comments that “teachers who care about students and learning will
be fascinated by the student voices that speak on the pages of this book, and what
those voices reveal about student learning in classroom settings. The Hidden Lives
of Learners is a generous gift from Graham Nuthall to teachers everywhere” (p. 12).
Nuthall draws on his and his co-workers’ observations of classroom interactions
to untangle and revel in the complexities and nuances of teaching and students’
learning. He provides both celebrations as well as cautions within the learning and
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teaching, and is not afraid to take positions that some may wish to ponder further.
Take, for example:
If… a teacher were to introduce Māori culture into the curriculum, and it had the
effect of calling attention to the differences of the Māori children in class, it could
change the balance of power between the children, not necessarily for the better.
The content of the curriculum can have a direct effect on the status and roles of
individual children, and sometimes in unpredictable ways. (p. 151)
Certainly, Nuthall’s unerring commitment to removing power inequalities and
creating opportunities for the fullness of learning for all students, resonates
throughout his writing.
Finally, it is fitting that the cover of this book presents an image of Graham’s
painting of Danseys Pass. Its presence reminds us of the rich talents of a man whose  
life curriculum was committed to fullness. The book is a celebration of a scholar’s
work—there is much that Graham has left us challenged to contemplate and
grapple with—and his legacy, much of which is referenced in this book, will remain
for many decades to come.

Colin Gibbs, Professor of Education and Teacher Education, AUT University,
Auckland. colin.gibbs@aut.ac.nz
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