AND FOR STARTERS …?

Geoff Barton

Geoff Barton rethinks teaching styles

One of the most exciting parts of the Key Stage 3 Strategy is the way it’s making us review our own teaching. Things we’ve always taken for granted are suddenly ripe for a rethink.

Many of us went into teaching because of a teacher – usually an English teacher – who deeply affected us. That was the case with me. Having drifted into the sixth form, I was taught by Roy Samson. Suddenly – in a corny “Dead Poets Society” kind of way – I didn’t just want to be an English teacher. I wanted to be Roy Samson. I wanted to teach exactly as he did.

The advantages of this kind of inspiration are obvious. The drawbacks are that many of us became teachers and then quickly froze into a style of teaching which served us well as pupils, but may not be most appropriate for a new generation of children.

That was the case with me. I've always taught English using a kind of wacky cabaret approach. It’s teacher-as-performer. I can’t sit down whilst the students work in groups. I couldn’t think of trying to do some marking whilst they’re engaged in a comprehension activity. As a result there’s lots of talk, minimal writing, and an underlying culture of ‘I’m the teacher - look at me, look at me, look at me’.

Most of my students seem happy enough with this. They enjoy, at the very least, the entertainment value of the lessons. But it wasn’t really until the KS3 English Framework arrived that I began to develop any radically different approaches. In fact, until recently I hadn’t thought that there were many other ways to teach. You talked; the students did something; you reviewed it, set homework, and that was it.

But recently I've also become interested in learning theory. I’d heard many people banging on about needing to know more about how the brain works, but much of the stuff I read was inaccessible and not easily applied in school. Now I've discovered Mike Hughes’ Closing the Learning Gap (Network Educational Press £15.95), which is a stunning example of how to present complex information simply, and how to apply theory in ways that work in class. 

Suddenly things I took for granted look blindingly, obviously stupid. I would always start a lesson with the register, handing books out, a smattering of banter. Now I realise that students learn best at the beginning and ends of learning sessions and you can’t afford to waste them. Hence the significance of starter activities. These fast-paced 10-minute active slots have transformed my lessons. Just this week, for example, in an attempt to get my Year 11 students understanding the differences between homophones like practice/practise and effect/affect, I've been playing a little game:

“Practise” and “affect” are the verbs. They’re the words that describe what you do. So when I say a sentence that contains them, stand up. For the nouns, simply freeze.
This has led to two very wacky lessons. Students who would often feel it was too cool even to answer a question publicly are jumping out of their seats when I say “That new Harry Potter film will really affect you”

And, as Mike Hughes has taught me, this appeals to kinaesthetic learners, and helps to connect both sides of the brain. It might even have the effect of teaching my students something that in fifteen years I've never managed to convey successfully.

So if you haven’t served up any starters yet, I strongly recommend them. Remember:

· Keep the pace brisk.

· Keep the tone light. 

· Use starters to focus on nitty-gritty language issues. 

· Don’t feel forced to relate them to the content of the activity that follows. We’re not in the ‘everything must be in context’ mode any more. 

· Keep the writing minimal. Instead, get students putting hands up, debating, arguing, standing up, waving, shuffling pieces of card, organising sentence strips into the right order.

You’ll find they love it, especially the boys. Oh yes, and the kinaesthetic learners.

I attach a brief summary of some of Mike Hughes’ ideas on learning. I use this all the time. I've never met the man but do buy a copy of his book.
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