Module 2 Units 6–7
Building successful communities of learning: the development of active class and group teaching strategies

Introduction
Module 1 looked at what makes a successful learning community and discussed issues such as how experienced members of that community can help newcomers. Communities of learning are groups of learners who wish to progress their understanding and, by working together, help each other to make sense of the materials being studied. 
The teachers in a school represent such a community. Good schools have teachers with a commitment to ongoing learning – not just for themselves, but also for the teacher community as a whole. In good schools, the teachers work in teams, and rely on each other for support, challenge and a chance to explore ideas in more detail to make sense of them. Such relationships are at the heart of good teamwork. 
The classroom and the class can also be seen as a community of learning. In some activities different children can become the experts for a while and help others in the class to understand a new topic. The idea of a community operates at a number of levels – the class as a whole and subgroups within the class of different sizes. In Unit 1 we saw how more active learning is possible when the class is subdivided into groups or pairs. It was suggested that if this notion of communities was to become part of the daily life of the class to motivate and enhance children’s learning, then certain routines and procedures needed putting in place. Remember the teacher who had different pairing arrangements and used a letter code to indicate which groups the children should move into? A teacher who is used to working with pairs and groups is always easy to identify because the children recognise the code and quickly move into their places and settle down to work.
This unit takes you on a journey of how to build communities of learning. It will consider, for example, how teachers explain things and the impact this can have on children’s motivation and understanding. If the teacher does not explain things carefully then the children are unable to become part of the learning community. And the unit will give particular attention to the benefits of children working in groups and the ways this can be managed. For this reason, this is a ‘double unit’ with rather more activities and case studies than most units. Therefore, this unit will take you two weeks to go through instead of one.
TEACHER DEVELOPMENT OUTCOMES
By the end of this unit, you will have developed your: 

· knowledge and understanding of the significance of promoting learning communities to achieve active forms of pedagogy;
· skills in using classroom activities, including group work, to establish routines appropriate to supporting a pupil learning community;
· skills of working with other teachers, both within and beyond the school, to develop pedagogic strategies that promote pupil engagement in learning.
Building a positive, cooperative, classroom atmosphere supports children’s learning, achievement and social development. Case Study 12 shows how one teacher, at the beginning of the school year, set up a system that aimed to help children feel positive about themselves as learners and become caring members of the class.

Case Study 12
Rand is a teacher in Nahr Elbared School in Lebanon. She knows that effective learning involves good classroom management. She also knows that she can help to build a child’s character through teaching basic social attitudes. 
Rand used to give her class rules to follow, but at the beginning of one school year she decided to do things differently. She chose five virtues: honesty, respect, responsibility, caring and giving. She helped the children understand what these virtues meant in reality. For example ‘Raise your hand before speaking’ fell under the category of respect. She then turned the virtues into the following goals:

· We are working towards being responsible.

· We are working towards having a caring classroom.

· We are working towards being honest.

· We are working towards having a tolerant classroom.

· We are working towards being respectful of others and ourselves.

In the first week of school, she spent a lot of time defining the word ‘goal’, discussing each of the goals and giving examples of them, such as examples of honesty or ways of caring. 
As well as having the class goals, Rand then helped all the children work on their own personal goals. She asked each child to choose two goals that they would like to work on for the first nine weeks. Because they had not done an exercise like this before, the children were very tempted to write general goals, but Rand explained carefully what she wanted them to do and supported them in making their goals more specific, such as ‘I will return my homework assignments on time’. Then each child wrote an action plan to achieve his/her goals, such as ‘I will do my homework immediately when I get home and put it in my backpack after I finish’. The students evaluated their progress on their goals once a week. With the head teacher's permission, Rand wrote to the children’s parents explaining what they were trying to do and asking them to support their children in achieving their goals.

Comment

It is common practice to post rules throughout a school as a visible reminder to children of expected behaviour. Teachers often also have classroom rules. Some teachers write the rules themselves; others allow children to compose the rules together as a class, which helps the children to have ownership of the rules and makes it more likely they will follow them. Expressing rules in a positive manner (rather than a negative ‘you will not …’) creates a much more conducive environment for children to try their best to achieve their goals. Helping children to think through the consequences of the goals they choose and setting realistic and achievable goals will also help the children to meet their targets.
Building up positive relationships between the teacher and children in a class will impact on the children’s behaviour in school, their attitudes to their work and their achievements. These relationships should be built on mutual respect for each other, with the teacher acting as a role model for the children in the way he/she interacts with colleagues.

Now look at Case Study 13, in which Radi tries to build up the self-esteem and confidence of his class by being supportive, constructive and positive. He focuses on what the pupils can do, gives them time to answer and encourages them to take risks.

Case Study 13
Radi teaches Grade 6 in Baqoura Preparatory Co-Educational School in the Jordan field.

Ola, one of Radi’s students, stood at the blackboard demonstrating the process she used to solve a decimal division problem from the previous night’s maths homework. 42 children looked on intently. Only the sound of Ola’s voice and the scratch of chalk against the board broke the quiet in the classroom. As she completed her demonstration, Ola turned to face her classmates, smiled broadly, extended the hand in which she held the chalk, and said, ‘Saed’. Saed was her friend and she wanted to help him become more confident in mathematics.
Head down and shoulders slightly drooping, Saed slid slowly from his seat and made his way toward Ola. The other students watched quietly as he took the chalk from Ola’s hand and wrote the problem he was assigned to explain on the board. He stopped to mutter, ‘I didn’t understand this problem.’
Radi, the teacher, said, ‘Let’s try it together then.’ Saed turned back toward the board and stared silently at the problem. Radi prompted, ‘What do we do first?’ Saed remained silent, but the students and Radi waited patiently. Radi glanced at their faces; they were watching Saed attentively. Some seemed to be willing him to say something. 

Finally, the silence was broken when Saed said in a questioning tone, ‘Bring the decimal point up?’ 

Radi replied, ‘That’s correct! That’s the rule we need to remember.’ Saed turned to look at Radi to make sure that the teacher said he was correct. Radi nodded his head and noticed that Ola and several other students also nodded their heads encouragingly at Saed. Saed turned back to the board and hesitantly made the decimal point on the division bar in the correct place. He looked back toward his classmates and Radi for approval. More students nodded in agreement now. 
Next Radi asked, ‘What do we do now?’ Saed examined the problem again and, after several moments of silence, he turned toward the students and Radi and replied timidly, ‘Divide 8 by 4.’ This time there was no need for Radi to respond. Saed’s classmates were all nodding and many broke into smiles. Saed straightened his shoulders and his eyes brightened. He placed the answer ‘2’ in the correct place on the division bar and continued. His classmates offered their support and encouragement through each step in the explanation. When Saed arrived at the solution to the problem, his classmates applauded him and he beamed an appreciative smile at them. It was now his turn to select the student who would demonstrate the next problem. He extended his hand holding the chalk and said, ‘Maher’. 

With a sense of satisfaction, Radi reflected on how he and his class have arrived at this point. His mind drifted back to the first day when he began the journey to build a community of learners.

Comment

Did you notice how Radi gave Saed time to think about what he had to do with the sum? Although he was obviously nervous about making a mistake, Saed answered and the feedback he got did much for his self-esteem. In a school that has caring and supportive interpersonal relationships, children have more positive academic attitudes and values and are more satisfied with school.

Establishing a supportive environment depends not least on you the teacher giving a lead to the children in your class. The way you speak to the children and the ways you plan and organise the room and your lessons give messages about how you do or do not respect them as children and learners. 

The next activity asks you a series of questions about the practices and routines that you already have in your classroom and asks you to consider how they might be developed further.
Activity 13
Think about the routines and procedures you have established in your class. Then look at the questions below and think how they relate to what you do in your classroom. Make a note of your response to each question in your course notebook.

· What are the main routines that you use in your teaching? Why do you use them?
· Do you expect the children to do something while waiting for the lesson to start?
· Do you use working with pairs and groups in your teaching? If so, why? Do the children know how to move quickly into working in pairs or groups?
· Do you have different ways of organising your groups? If so, what are they? 
· Do you have routines for clearing up at the end of a lesson?
· Have you talked explicitly to the children about how such routines help them learn? If so, how and why?
· Are there other routines that you would like to introduce into your teaching? If so, what are these? Why do you want to introduce them? How will they help your teaching?
Comment

The purpose of Activity 13 is for you to think very carefully about the routines you have already established and how these contribute to more effective teaching and learning in your classroom. What is important is not to have routines just because you have always done things this way. Routines need to be useful and enhance the learning experience of the children. For example, there is often a period at the beginning of the class when everyone is settling down. You, as the teacher, may need to have a personal word with one or two individuals before starting the full lesson. While waiting, the rest of the class might copy down a ‘word for the day’ written on the board, or talk to their neighbour about an object you have brought into the class, or you may have put up a question or task for them to do as soon as they enter the class. The same strategy of establishing routines can also be used at the end of a lesson to pull things together and help children reflect on the lesson and their learning. For example, you could ask the class to close their eyes and think about the most important thing they can remember from the last 45 minutes before dismissing them for their next lesson.
Using group work in the classroom is an active way to involve children more deeply in their learning. Understanding how to organise and use groups to maximum benefit is the focus of the next part of this unit. It is important to tell your pupils not only how to move into pairs or groups, but why they are doing it. Sometimes people say that group work is disruptive in the class, but this is likely to be the case only where there are no routines and the teacher is sorting everything out for the first time!

Now read Case Study 14, which shows how Ali used group work with his class and how he helped his pupils understand the expectations he had of them when working in groups.

Case Study 14
Ali has a class of 38 children at Jalazone School in West Bank. 
Ali had routines to facilitate working in different ways with the whole class – groups (usually of four children) and pairs. At the beginning of each year, with a new class, he introduced the following activity to help his pupils understand what was expected of them when they were working in these different ways.
On the wall he put up three sheets of paper with one of the following headings on each:

· When we work as a class, we …
· When we work in groups, we …
· When we work in pairs, we …
He then brainstormed with his class what they should do when working in each of these different ways. For example, they filled the pairs sheet in as follows:
When we work in pairs, we …
· listen carefully to the other person;
· think of ways to help the other person;
· are prepared to discuss things;
· take our share of the work;
· make sure we both understand what we have to do;
· concentrate;
· listen to the teacher’s instructions;
· come to joint decisions.

Ali spent a few lessons helping the children become familiar with the ways of working so that when he said to the class to get into their pairs or groups they could do it quickly and quietly, ready to start work. 
Comment
Establishing clear procedures, as Ali did, lays the ground for easily organised but active pedagogical classroom methods. Ali was able to use group work, whole class and pair work regularly as it did not take much time to organise his class into their groups or pairs. 
The advantages of group work

Good group work can promote active learning as it enhances the opportunities for children to become much more involved in their work. A group is as much a ‘community of learners’ as a whole class. Research has shown that, in many parts of the world, children in Grades 1–6 spend most of their time either listening to a teacher or writing and reading alone. Given what you now know about active and social learning, you will realise this cannot be the best way to learn! Research has also shown that sometimes children are organised into groups in a token way, that is, they sit in groups but spend most of their time listening to a teacher or working alone. Real group work requires children to work together to make sense of the task set and to discuss and construct their own ideas and solutions to a problem.
Research has shown that good group work can be beneficial in a number of ways. These include improving or promoting:
· critical and analytical skills;
· linguistic development;
· motivation;
· behaviour in class.
Group work also has social and interpersonal benefits, such as developing empathy, consideration and tolerance of others. It can promote understanding of inclusion (see Module 5), so that children are accepted for who they are and not picked upon or ridiculed for not being part of the mainstream group. If children can work together in a supportive and autonomous way, then teachers are freed from managing behaviour to spend more time in supporting the learning of all the children. If you want to make greater use of effective groups in your class, there are two important issues to consider.

1. Group size

Groups can range from as small as three children per group to as many as you wish, but remember that the larger the group, the less the participation of each child within it. Research suggests that groups of four are the optimum for producing the most interaction within the group but groups slightly bigger can be as effective if you take time to brief children about expectations, as Ali did in Case Study 14. Using pairs and combining these with other pairs to make a larger group was suggested in Unit 1. The advantages of pairs and small groups are that they:
· are simpler for children to work in;
· help build confidence;
· are good for encouraging young or shy children to interact;
· are good for practising decision-making and achieving consensus.
The advantages of larger groups (containing four to six children) are that they:
· are good for genuine problem solving;
· make investigations more authentic;
· facilitate the bringing together of a wide range of views.
As noted above, groups larger than six can be less effective in promoting learning. They might be necessary in a drama or musical activity, but are less effective as an aid to learning across many topics. Big groups are more difficult to organise and some pupils usually fail to engage in the task. 
If you are using group work for the first time, you need to plan your lesson carefully and think how you will organise the children into groups. Make sure you give clear instructions to the children about what they have to do. Make the task something that most of them will be able to participate in, such as sharing all they know on a topic in a group brainstorm. At the end of the lesson, give the children feedback on the outcomes of their brainstorm and ask them how well they think they worked as a group, linking back to the ‘ways of working’ that you discussed with them earlier. You might also give them more guidance on how to improve their effectiveness in a group, so that next time you use groups their work is more focused.
2. Group composition 
There are a variety of ways you can set up groups. You could let the children choose who sits together. You could select groups according to ability or task. If you are working in a school with boys and girls in the same class, you might want to have a gender balance in each group.
The best person to organise regular working groups is probably the teacher, especially if you are organising the group work around children’s learning needs. In that case, you might put children with similar needs together and give them different tasks depending on their needs. You could put a more expert child within a group to provide support and guidance to those who are not so confident. This does not hold the more expert child back, but helps them explore their own understanding more deeply as they explain ideas to others in the group. Leaving group composition up to free choice is likely to ‘exclude’ some children. For much of the time you will want groups that show a balance of abilities in the subject or topic area. You will want to make sure that certain children are fairly distributed across the class. A newcomer, for example, might gain particular support from one group. There is also the wider inclusion agenda; the teacher has an important role in ensuring all children are engaged in learning.

Groups need to develop a range of routines and procedures in order to work effectively and keeping the same groups provides a much stronger basis for this.
The way groups function
Giving groups a clear brief or instruction about what they have to do and/or what you want them to find out is important. It is crucial to check that all group members understand their brief, including what resources they have to help them. They also need to know how much time they have to do the work and they may need guidance on how to work as a group, for example appointing a leader and a note-taker.
After working and completing the task, the groups will need to be debriefed about what they achieved and how they worked together as a group.

Below is a diagram that shows the cyclic nature of the briefing and debriefing process.

     Briefing

          Debriefing

      Group work

[INSERT circular diagram with text as above. Style could be the same as the cycle of reflection shown in Module 1 Unit 4.]
Children should discuss and think explicitly about how they work in groups. Children need to understand, for example, what a ‘briefing’ is and to remember the focus of the briefing during the group work. You might, for example, put the main instructions – what they are to do and what outcomes you expect – on the board. Later you can use this to lead a debriefing session. Ask the children to think about whether the groups worked as the briefing suggested. If not, why not? What could be done more effectively next time? Their suggestions should be used the next time you do group work. Thinking about the functioning of the group is as important as the setting of the curriculum tasks, which we will come to shortly.
Case Study 15
Hasan teaches in Al-Rimal school in Gaza. 
Hasan decided some years ago that certain topics in the curriculum of Grade 4 Arabic were best supported by group work. For example, there was a literacy activity where the children were told the beginning and middle of a story and then they worked in groups to create an ending for the story, which they then shared with the class. 
Hasan had an established number of topics where he used groups but he liked to keep control about the way the groups were organised. So he:

· established the groups at the beginning of each semester;

· always gave special attention to the way the groups worked at the beginning;

· had made a ‘ways of working in groups’ poster, which was always on the wall (see below).
Ways of Working in Groups 

1. Listen carefully to what others say.

2. Do not talk until the previous person has stopped speaking.

3. Give respect to everyone’s ideas and opinions.

4. Help the group to formulate ideas for sharing with the others in the class.
5. Respect the group leader.

[INSERT artwork of poster with text as above and some (or all) of the bullet points illustrated.]
These five rules, Hasan felt, were very important when the children were working in groups and he kept returning to them when he did the briefing and the debriefing. He felt he was contributing to the development of the children’s interpersonal and social education, as well as building their confidence in curriculum areas.

Comment

Developing a code of practice (like Hasan’s poster) is a good way to help children be better at and benefit from working in groups. Making it part of a permanent display in the classroom allows children to look at it at any time and think about the expectations. It acts as a point of reference if anyone is not cooperating, and it helps in the early stages of using group work to establish the routines you want to set up. 
The next activity asks you to try out a group work session with one of your classes. As you plan, think about group size, group members and how you will introduce this way of working to your class. 

Activity 14
Try to do the following activity with a class you are teaching this week. First make a plan. In your plan, you will need to include:
· a discussion topic you think will work well in groups;
· how to divide the class into groups (not less than three, not more than six);
· how to brief the groups on what they have to do and how the groups should work.
At the end of the group-work activity, debrief the class about what they have been learning and how well the groups worked.
On the basis of this experience, design your own code for working in groups and make a copy of it in your course notebook.

Ways of using group work

You can use group work in a variety of ways and for very different time spans (for example from a five-minute ‘start the lesson’ activity up to a whole week’s work). There is no one way of working with groups. It is a creative task for you, the teacher, to match the type of group work chosen to the particular curriculum purpose. Here are some examples.
1. Quick group activities: designed to last no more than 5–10 minutes; these are often used at the beginning of a topic, for example:
· Arabic: brainstorming examples of adjectives at the beginning of the lesson.
· Science: for speculating why the moon changes shape from a disc to a crescent.
2. Collecting information: groups have the job of collecting and collating information, for example:
· Mathematics: to examine the concept of probability, groups roll two dice a number of times and note down the sum of the numbers; they then tally these and draw graphs.
· Social Studies: groups collect descriptions of the local environment, using key words such as ‘landscape’, ‘vegetation’ and ‘buildings’.
3. Sharing information: children share with their group some previously prepared information, such as a story or their views on a particular issue.
· Arabic: pupils share views on books they have read recently.
· Mathematics: pupils share views on how to set about solving a problem.
4. Peer helping: children help each other (best in pairs or fours), for example:
· Mathematics: pairs of children work together on alternate maths questions; they then come together and swap the problems they have worked on.
· Physical Education: a more experienced ball player shows less experienced peers how to develop their skills.
5. Collaborative creation: children are brought together and asked to create something new, for example:

· Dance/Drama: pupils create a performance that expresses thunder and lightening.
· Arabic: pupils write a poem that uses alliteration and metaphor.

· Pupils make a class book about a topic they have studied.
These examples can be used with all grades. Further examples that might be better used with higher grades are listed below:
· Group debates: pupils exchange views on a topic.
· Social Studies: pupils discuss how the local environment can be improved.

· Arabic: setting up a structured debate with pupils adopting different standpoints.
· Group problem solving: pupils work together to make decisions about a problem.
· Mathematics: pupils decide how to measure the area of the playground.
· Science: pupils speculate which of a number of objects will float or sink, and why.
· Group projects: pupils are engaged in a longer-term task with a shared outcome, for example building a working model of how the arm bends.
Activity 15
Now choose a topic that you will be teaching in the next two weeks where you think it would be appropriate to use group work for some of the time. Consider the ideas in this double unit and use your course notebook to plan the topic, including:
· the way you will use group work and why it will be used for this curriculum purpose;
· how you will ensure the groups understand how they should work as a group.
When you have taught the topic, think carefully about how the lesson went and how well the children worked together. What effect did the group work have on what the children learnt? Were they more interested in their work? Did they ask questions? Use your course notebook to write down your thoughts about how the lesson went and how you know that the children learnt more. How would you improve doing group work next time? Think about how you explained what the children should do. Could you improve your organisation of the lesson, for example?
Arousing curiosity, assessing previous knowledge and supporting learning

Having explored group work, this unit now explores how creating an effective active learning environment is often just about making basic teaching skills work more creatively and imaginatively. You will be asked to consider the type of things you normally think about and use when teaching. How could you make the opening of a lesson more interesting? What is the best way to structure explanations? If the children do not understand what they are expected to do in a lesson or activity because you have not given them clear instructions or insight into what they are trying to learn, then they will not be able to participate actively in the learning community. To start this exploration about arousing curiosity, read the next case study, in which Sawsan was starting a topic on insects. As you read, note the different strategies she used.

Case study 16
Sawsan was going to teach a Grade 5 class about insects. When she had taught the topic last year, she had relied primarily on the textbook. She found the children were quite interested in the topic. Insects existed all around them and it had been possible to draw on their knowledge in discussions of the topic. But this year Sawsan thought she could do better and wanted to make the lesson more interactive.

She decided to plan the opening of the topic around three things. She wanted to:

· arouse their curiosity;

· find out in more detail what the children already knew;

· tell the children what they would be covering in the two weeks they would be studying the topic.

To arouse curiosity she remembered a science fiction story that had been made into a film. In the story, the sun had one day turned a shade of mauve. During this day, the sun’s rays had shone down on all the insects of the world and made them grow much bigger, bigger than humans. She decided she would tell this story, remind the children how many insects there were in the world and then ask them to imagine what the world would be like if this really happened. The main aim of this would be to help the children think about just how many insects there were and how many different species there were. The children would have to use their imaginations in thinking what a world with enormous insects would look like. The children thoroughly enjoyed sharing their ideas of a world of such large insects!
Next, Sawsan tried to find out what the children already knew about insects. To do this, she asked them to work in pairs. They had to think about and write down everything they knew about insects on a piece of paper. These ideas were then shared with the whole class. 

Sawsan was pleased at what the children already knew and used this to plan the next sessions in more detail so that they became familiar with local insects and the general characteristics of insects.

Comment 

Sawsan’s use of the story to engage children’s interest and arouse their curiosity had the desired effect. The telling of the story did not take much time out of the lesson and the rewards it brought in terms of motivating the children were well worth the time. Capturing children’s interest in a topic and how best to learn about the topic needs careful thought and planning.

There are many ways that you can start a lesson, from talking about the topic to using pictures, drama, poetry, stories, music or inviting an expert in to talk to the children. It is important to vary the strategies you use so that the children’s curiosity is aroused. The next activity asks you to think about a lesson you are going to teach and how you might arouse curiosity in the topic. 

Activity 16
Think about a topic you will be doing with a class in the next two weeks. As Sawsan did in Case Study 16, use your notebook to write down:
· how you plan to arouse the children’s curiosity about the topic;

· how you are going to explain what and how they will be studying in this topic.
You will need to think about what to use. For example, a picture, a story, music or some other kind of stimulation may gain the children’s attention and arouse their curiosity. Think about how you will explain your aims for the lesson and introduce the children to the subject matter again so that they want to learn more.

Teach the lesson and then use your course notebook to reflect on how well the children responded to your introduction to the lesson. How well did your explanation go? How do you know this? Did the children understand better what was expected of them in this lesson? How do you know this?

Good teachers are good at explaining things. This is not a skill you are born with! It has to be thought about and practised. Explanations help us to understand a variety of things including:
· concepts, such as what we understand by ‘density’ or ‘prejudice’;
· cause and effect, such as rain being caused by the cooling of the air;
· procedures, such as how to convert a fraction to a decimal;
· purposes and objectives, such as what you are expected to have learnt at the end of a topic;
· relationships, such as why flies and bees are insects, but spiders are not;
· processes, such as how a machine works.
These are the main, but not the only, types of explanation that you might use as a teacher. It is easier to become a better explainer when you know the main features of the explaining process. These are discussed below.

1. Keys
What are the ‘explanation keys’ that help unlock understanding? A key may be a central principle or idea, or a generalisation. For instance, if someone were describing a recipe for making an omelette, then the notion of ‘heat’ would be important (too little heat and the omelette does not cook; too much and it burns!). It is not too difficult to think of other keys when making an omelette, such as taste, texture and health.
These ‘key’ ideas will vary according to what you want the children to know and understand. In teaching it is very important to be able to sort out the really important ideas from the facts that describe them. This process has been compared with the idea of a tree. The main trunk is the really central key concept (understanding) that you want children to learn. The big branches are the major keys to developing that overall understanding. The leaves or pine needles are the small facts that help you build the understanding of the key ideas. It is important to make sure that your explanations focus on the trunk and branches and that the leaves do not obscure this.
[INSERT picture of a tree as described above and label accordingly. Trunk = Central concept; Big branches = Major keys; Leaves or needles = Small facts]
In preparing an explanation, you need to think about what you will do to gain children’s interest, how you will explain and sequence the ideas and what kind of voice you will use to do this. First, we will think about the voice, as this can be greatly underused or misused, which can have a negative impact on the children’s interest.
2. Voice

The voice of the explainer is important – is it pleasant and well modulated, or flat and tedious? Does the teacher shout? Does the teacher make eye contact as he/she explains? Good teachers use a change of voice to give messages about the explanation. 
See, for example, how one teacher explained what volcanoes are, by telling a story about one of the world’s biggest volcanic explosions, Krakatoa, in 1883. 

‘And do you know,’ she says,

‘A whole island was blown into pieces.’

[pause] ‘… people just disappeared.’

‘The debris from the explosion went high [gesture with hands towards the sky] into the sky.’

‘And what was really interesting,’ [pause]

‘… was that the dust from Krakatoa went up into the Earth’s atmosphere and circled the world giving deep red sunsets for many years to come.’

‘Now let me ask a question.’ [pause ]

‘Why do you think the world’s sunsets became so red?’

[COULD INSERT picture of teacher and children with pictures of volcanoes in their heads.]
The teacher here uses questions, structure, gesture, her voice and pauses to aid the explanation. She probably also used facial expressions to enhance her explanation. Communicating information goes beyond just saying the words. As you plan your explanations, think about how you can maximise the impact of what you say by the way you use your voice and other communicative strategies.

3. Sequence

It is important to think about the sequence of key points in your explanation. For example, it could be useful to write up key words in advance or perhaps to have a sequence of posters. You might also use the textbook to guide the children and explain ideas so that they understand the difference between key ideas and facts and the sequence in which they need to think about them. But if you are using the textbook, remember that your purpose as a teacher is to explain in an active way what can only be set out passively in a textbook. You need to take the explanation in the textbook and explain it in a more dynamic way. This will make the children more curious and interested than they would be from just reading the textbook. A child’s mind, or any of our minds for that matter, does not always follow the sequence that a textbook author has set out, any more than we ever use the manual for a computer or electronic gadget by reading it through from the first to last page. Some of the most passive teaching is when the teacher merely follows or reads the textbook through. Active teaching is much more than that!

A great deal of good teaching is spontaneous. The teacher uses the children’s ideas and answers to questions to build an explanation. But good teachers still plan in advance. For example, a teacher preparing a topic will need to think about at least three levels of planning:

· What is the general purpose of the activity?

· What are the keys to the explanation?

· What strategies can be used to help the children understand the keys to the explanation?
Case study 17
Suraya was introducing the topic of volcanoes to her class. She planned the topic, which would last about four teaching sessions over the week, in the following way.

The main idea she identified was that the Earth’s surface has been caused by ‘cooling’ but that weak spots still exist, which cause volcanoes. 

Next she decided on some key ideas or concepts to include in her lessons, which included ‘crust’, ‘magma’, ‘pressure’ and ‘plugs’. She made cards with one of these words on each and put them around the classroom.

Suraya then planned an opening explanation. She decided to bring in a pan of milk that she had heated just before the lesson. She would put the pan on her desk and get the children to describe what happens when milk cools. This would be a question/answer brainstorming session and she would put key words about cooling on the board; she would ensure that ‘crust’ or ‘skin’ was one of them. 
She decided then not to do further explanation but to arouse the children’s interest more by telling them the story of Krakatoa. She had a map of the world to show where Krakatoa had been. She also had a book with ‘eyewitness accounts’ of what had happened at the time.
Suraya’s lesson went well. The children were fascinated by the milk and the story really caught their imagination.

Comment

You can see from this case study how it’s possible to put ideas and facts in place without necessarily immediately showing the connections. An explanation can be more powerful if the connections are made slowly, rather as a detective puts the clues together to solve a crime. 
As you move into the topic, the children may make connections themselves – always the most effective way of learning. By not providing connections, too, soon you allow the process to happen. The children can do this together, in pairs or groups, as a ‘community’ of learners. But you can only allow a limited amount of time for this. If you have to go further into the explanation, then remember that there are four essential features when explaining concepts:
· Labels or names: the actual words used to name a concept (for example ‘crop’, ‘reptile’, ‘electricity’).
· Attributes: these are either ‘must have’ attributes, which are essential to the concept (for example wings are a ‘must have’ attribute of birds) or ‘may have’ attributes (for example the colour brown may only apply to some birds).
· Examples: these are either actual examples that meet the criteria (for example pigeons are examples of birds) or non-examples that help define the actual criteria (for example dragonflies are not birds).
· Rules: the full definition, listing the ‘must have’ attributes and their relationship to each other.
For example, if you imagine you were teaching something about insects, the four essential features might be as follows:
	Name or label:
	Insect

	Attributes:
	Must have six legs, head, thorax, abdomen, two antennae, and wings.

May live in a desert habitat; may have a black or brown body and stripes.

	Examples:
	Examples – beetle [INSERT small pic], wasp [INSERT small pic]
Not examples – scorpion (arachnid), snail (gastropod)

	Rules:
	Insects have six legs, a head, thorax and abdomen, two antennae and two or four wings. [INSERT small pic]


Activity 17
Choose a topic you will be teaching in the coming two weeks. In your course notebook:
· Name the topic, for example ’Insects’.
· List the keys to explaining this topic to the children.
· Describe how you are going to introduce this topic in an interesting and imaginative way.
· Write down three questions you could ask to find out children’s previous knowledge and to arouse their interest.
· Describe how you will teach the topic after the introduction.
· Describe how you intend to finish the topic.
Then teach the topic in the way you have planned. 

When you have given this lesson, evaluate how it went by answering the following questions:
· How successful was your introduction? Would you change it when you next teach the topic? If so, how?
· How successful was your teaching of the topic? Give an example of one active learning approach that worked well.

· Would you change the ‘keys’ to explaining the topic next time you teach it?

· Was there any particular aspect of the topic that a considerable number of children found difficult? If so, how could you change your teaching strategy next time to address this difficulty?
Make a note of your responses in your course notebook.
A final word: there has been quite a bit of research on children’s attitudes towards teachers. For example, children like teachers who do not shout! Children also like teachers who explain things clearly and who are patient in giving follow-up explanations, particularly if the child does not follow the first or second time around. So explaining is a really important part of teaching, it needs thinking about explicitly and it needs careful preparation and planning. It is important to think about the ways, through questions and other activities, that you can make explanations promote active learning. Are the children just listening passively to you all of the time or are they expecting to become involved? If it is the latter, then you are creating the sort of active learning environment that will support children’s learning and development.
SUMMARY

This double unit is called Building successful communities of learning. Such a community can be a small group or pair as well as a whole class. We have seen how good-quality ‘explaining’ creates a bond of confidence and understanding in such communities. And we also looked in some detail at how having small communities of learners can help make teaching and learning much more active and engaging. 
If you have already been working in this way, we hope that this double unit has helped you reflect on your practice. If you are just beginning to introduce methods other than whole-class teaching, then we hope that the unit has demonstrated ways in which this could be done. Group work is not effective if it is rarely used. Children must learn and talk about how groups function. The teacher must take a lead. A greater variety of class grouping allows children to become more involved in the way they learn. This can only be a good thing for their future educational careers, and life generally.
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