Geoff Barton
New Year Starters

I can’t imagine any other job where Christmas has so much significance. It’s not just the atmosphere in school – at my place, the older the students, the more excitable they seem! – but also the huge symbolic hurdle of finally making it to end of term. 

As a holiday gesture of goodwill, here on the Curriculum Support website are a few off-the-peg starter activities I've been using with my own classes. The main ingredient is that they don’t require preparation time, but can nevertheless help to give a really strong focus on aspects of grammar and spelling. 

Remember the trick of starters:

· Get started with them straight away, even before students get their books out

· Make them fast and furious – and no longer than 10 minutes long
· Use activities which avoid writing, but lots of thinking

· Get students working in pairs and teams – but not always with the same people

· Link one starter to the next (eg a week of starters on homophones), but don’t feel you then have to link them into the main content of the lesson

· Make them wacky, lively, interactive, enjoyable (though that may be easier said than done at the end of a long autumn term!)

I've written them in very terse summary form, so if they don’t quite make sense, please email me.

Thanks to everyone who reads these columns, and for your encouraging comments.

Wishing you a good break and a successful New Year.

Geoff Barton

WORD LEVEL FROLICS

1
Homophones (it’s / its): 

Use 2 columns; make up wacky sentences and say them aloud. If students think it’s homophone A, they stand up; if it’s homophone B, they hide under the table (or use something that’s less of a health and safety risk if you want to be cautious!). Use words like: there/they’re; too/to; its/it’s; cause/course; seam/seem; place/plaice; effect/affect; practice/practise … and so on.

2
High-frequency spelling howlers (tomorrow, business, necessary, separate, receive, believe, embarrassing): 

Think of wacky mnemonics (eg never eat chips eat sausage sandwiches and raspberry yoghurt)

3
Apostrophes: omission and possession

Think of some wacky sentences (as an old hand, I can usually do this off-the-cuff), such as “The cat sat down and washed ITS paws” … “the cat said ‘IT’S too cold to go outside”.

Omission – hum “Sound of Music”; possession – hum Kylie (or anything similarly daft).

4
Word starter patterns (eg auto-, gh-, gn-, wr-):

Who can think of most?

5
Synonyms: 

Who can think of most words meaning scary, big, small, nice?

6
Word classes:

Stick the names of main word classes on the wall in different colours (eg: verb = red, noun = blue, yellow = adjective, black = adverb, orange = preposition)

Emphasise ONE word in a made-up sentence and pupils hold up something of that colour to demonstrate [eg I sat on the green grass – adjective (students hold up yellow card, or something yellow); I played golf on the green (noun) (students hold up blue card or something blue)]. 

7
Place name invention

Think of new verbs using real place-names – eg Kettering = queuing up through football turnstiles. Get an atlas to use unusual names as starting-points. 

8
Sentences

Write 3 sentences on topic X

First sentence can only contain 3 words; next just 4; next exactly 5.

9
Connectives

Think of 5 sentences on topic (eg donkeys). Students make into paragraph of just 2 sentences without using coordinating conjunctions and/but/or

10
Spicing sentences up

Write a paragraph of boring simple sentences (“It is cold. The dog is here. He looks sulky. He wants a walk. I am too tired…”). Get pupils rewriting them so that they don’t start with the subject [eg use –ing, use –ed, use connective (eg After …), use adverb (eg quickly …)]

