Geoff Barton

New Year’s Resolutions

I’ve got some sympathy with Scrooge. 

Christmas in school can be something of a trial. At our place we put on a last-day disco: 500 sweaty adolescents jumping around in the school gym. This is not what I did an English degree for.

It’s also a time to reflect on the kind of year we’ve had. It’s been another one dominated by curriculum change, in particular the massive shift in post-16 provision. Like every other English teacher, I’ve spent most of my sixth form teaching having to check the specifications to make sure that I’m not just coasting along on old practice. With the new A/S levels, there’s no room for misjudgement: tight coursework deadlines and exams in June mean that we have to get it right first time.

Added to which there’s the prospect of wholesale change at GCSE, with a clearer distinction between English and English Literature syllabuses, and – of course – there’s the whole literacy thing.

The Framework for Teaching English Years 7-9 is still in a pilot phase, but that’s almost entirely symbolic: literacy is here to stay. The key, I think, is to recognise that it’s not all about grammar. It’s really an approach to writing, a fast-paced, highly active teaching style which sees pupils talking about texts, rewriting them, messing about with them and then – after building their confidence with small-scale tasks – writing their own texts based on the models they have studied. 

For me, the year has seen much more emphasis in my own work on the technical aspects. Spelling tests are back: I kick off every week with one with my own Year 10 group. They enjoy them, and the emphasis is on ways of learning to spell accurately – visual clues, memory devices, words-within-words. I use some of the spelling banks in Shireen Shuster’s Spelling Essentials Homework File to help structure this.

It’s also been a good year for reading, with the Harry Potter books disproving my cynicism about the hype and – in Stephen Fry’s wonderful taped readings (Cover to Cover Books) – holding my two children and us spellbound for long journeys through France. And how great to see David Almond – a writer in residence when I was Head of English in York – hitting the big time. If you haven’t read his stuff yet – Skellig, Kit’s Wilderness, Heaven Eyes and his new short story collection – then get on with it!

I’ve enjoyed working on some unlikely new texts with my students – in particular, exploring the language of cookery writers with GCSE students (Nigel Slater, Delia Smith, Jamie Oliver: great examples of the way instructional writing merges with entertainment).

But now, at the term-end, it’s time to unwind and, dragging ourselves briefly out of a bleary-eyed Christmas stupor, make a resolution or two. These are mine:

1. Read more fiction and try to stop falling asleep when reading in bed

2. Keep up-to-date with linguistics publishing – for example, the new Steve Pinker book, Words and Rules
3. Make my marking more effective. This means smarter marking rather than more marking. 

4. Talk less and listen more in class
5. Have a year in which I manage to avoid teaching A Kestrel for a Knave or An Inspector Calls.

6. Take more theatre trips.

7. Drink less on weeknights.

8. Find new media texts to use with KS3 pupils

9. Try to buy fewer books

10. On second thoughts, scrub number 9: there are worse vices than this one

As my Christmas freebie, I attach a marking template that I’ve been testing with my Year 10 students. As long as I’ve been teaching, I’ve felt frustration at the mismatch between the energy I invest in marking students’ work, and the lack of effect it appears to have on their progress. This template works well: pupils can see precisely how they’re doing, and it encourages an active response. On receiving their assignments back, they make their own comments, make notes, and add spelling/punctuation errors to the sheet. At last – an active response to my marking. Download the sheet, customise it for your own uses and … enjoy.

As ever, I’d very much enjoy hearing your comments on any of the above, or any other issues related to English teaching. From the deepest thickets of the Christmas holidays it suddenly doesn’t seem such a bad profession: at least we make a difference to the lives of some of our pupils. Not that Scrooge would approve of such sentimentality. Happy New Year!
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