


Planning Lessons and Courses



CAMBRIDGE UNIVERSITY PRESS
Cambridge, New York, Melbourne, Madrid, Cape Town, Singapore,
Sao Paulo, Delhi, Dubai, Tokyo

Cambridge University Press
The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge CB2 8RU, UK

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9780521633543

© Cambridge University Press 2001

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written
permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2001
11th printing 2009

Printed in the United Kingdom at the University Press, Cambridge
A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Woodward, Tessa.

Planning lessons and courses: designing sequences of work for the language classroom/
Tessa Woodward.

p. cm. -- (Cambridge handbooks for language teachers)

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 978-0-521-63354-3(pb)

1. Language and languages--Study and teaching. 2. Lesson planning. I. Title. IIL.
Series.

P53.47 W66 2000
418'.0071--dc21 00-048625

ISBN 978-0-521-63354-3 Paperback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or
accuracy of URLSs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in
this publication, and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is,
or will remain, accurate or appropriate. Information regarding prices, travel
timetables and other factual information given in this work are correct at

the time of first printing but Cambridge University Press does not guarantee
the accuracy of such information thereafter.



Planning Lessons
and Courses

Designing sequences of work

for the language classroom

Tessa Woodward

Consultant and editor: Penny Ur

CAMBRIDGE
il; UNIVERSITY PRESS



Cambridge Handbooks for LanguageTeachers

This is a series of practical guides for teachers of English and other
languages. Illustrative examples are usually drawn from the field of
English as a foreign or second language, but the ideas and techniques
described can equally well be used in the teaching of any language.

Recent titles in this series:

Ways of Doing
Students explore their everyday and classroom processes

PAUL DAVIS, BARBARA GARSIDE and
MARIO RINVOLUCRI

Using Newspapers in the Classroom
PAUL SANDERSON

Teaching Adult Second Language Learners
HEATHER MCKAY and ABIGAIL TOM

Teaching English Spelling
Apractical guide
RUTH SHEMESH and SHEILA WALLER

Using Folktales
ERIC TAYLOR

Personalizing Language Learning
Personalized language learning activities
GRIFF GRIFFITHS and KATHRYN KEOHANE

Teach Business English
A comprehensive introduction to Business English
SYLVIE DONNA

Learner Autonomy
Aguide to activities which encourage learner responsibility
AGOTA SCHARLE and ANITA SZABO

The Internet and the Language Classroom
Practical classroom activities and projects
GAVIN DUDENEY

Using the Board in the Language Classroom
JEANNINE DOBBS

Learner English (second edition)
MICHAEL SWAN and BERNARD SMITH

Teaching Large Multilevel Classes
NATALIE HESS

Writing Simple Poems
Pattern poetry for language acquisition
VICKI L. HOLMES and MARGARET R. MOULTON

Laughing Matters
Humour in the language classroom
PETER MEDGYES

Using Authentic Video in the Language

Classroom
JANE SHERMAN

Stories

Narrative activities for the language classroom
RUTH WAJNRYB

Language Activities for Teenagers
edited by SETH LINDSTROMBERG

Pronunciation Practice Activities
Aresource hook for teaching English pronunciation
MARTIN HEWINGS

Five-Minute Activities for Business English
PAUL EMMERSON and NICK HAMILTON

Drama Techniques (third edition)
Aresource hook of communication activities for
language teachers

ALAN MALEY and ALAN DUFF



Contents

Thanks and Acknowledgements vii
Map of the book viil
Introduction 1
Who are the students? 16
How long is the lesson? 47
What can go into a lesson? 73
How do people learn and so how can we teach? 110
What can we teach with? 131
How can we vary the activities we do? 162
Getting down to the preparation 180
What are our freedoms and constraints? 212
Bibliography 243
Index 248






To Pat and Robin, all their offspring and to
Grandma Lil

Thanks

To Seth for listening to chapters read out loud and for taking over the
typing when my fingers gave out!

To Penny Ur for inviting me to contribute to this series and for her
helpful, indefatigable and swift responses to my drafts.

To Alison Silver for her patience and humanity while editing the
typescript.

To Jane Clifford for all her support.

To Christine Frank for commenting so charitably on my first draft
chapter.

To the two anonymous readers who gave comments on a very early

draft.
To Phillip Burrows for his beautiful illustrations.

To Ruth Carim for her meticulous proof-reading.

Acknowledgements

The author and publishers are grateful to the authors, publishers and
others who have given permission for the use of copyright material
identified in the text. In the cases where it has not been possible to
identify the source of material used the publishers would welcome
information from copyright owners.

Text on p. 53 from Teacher Cognition in Language Teaching by Devon
Woods, Cambridge University Press; poem on p. 191 ‘London Airport’
from Selected Poems by Christopher Logue, Faber and Faber Ltd; text
on p. 200 from Cambridge English for Schools by Andrew Littlejohn
and Diana Hicks, Cambridge University Press. Illustrations on pp. 46,
72,109, 130, 161, 179, 211, 242 by Phillip Burrows.

vii



Map of the book

A = Activity

Introduction 1 What do I mean by planning?
‘What do I mean by a ‘good’ lesson or
course?
What are teachers’ concerns about lesson
and course planning?
A beginner teacher’s concern: ‘Planning
takes too long’

1 Who are the students? 16 1.1 Introduction

1.2 Who can you find out from?

The institution

Students from a different institution

Students from inside or outside your own
institution

Past and present teachers

Other stakeholders

1.3 What you can know and why

The students

1.4 How to get information before meeting
the class

Letter writing A

1.5 How to get information on first meeting

First lesson sequences

Name learning

Labels A

2 How long is the lesson? 47 2.1 Introduction
2.2 Beginnings
Beginning before the beginning
Clear boundaries
Fluid boundaries
Working starts
Taking care of the atmosphere
Student starts
Discussing the menu

viii



Map of the book

An experienced teacher’s concern: ‘It’s
getting boring’

Ways of getting better at planning

The first way: Considering our past learning
experiences

The second way: Using coursebooks

The third way: Learning as we teach

Using ‘Chunks’

What are ‘Chunks’?

When are chunks good or bad?
Beliefs, perceptions and assumptions
The four-column analysis A

The organisation of this book

Register mnemonics A

Settled places A

Testing yourself A

Building a sense of community
Drawing yourself A

Group profile A

Student expectations

Why are we here? A

Unfinished sentences A

The graph A

Bartering A

‘What we are used to’ sentences

Level

How much can they understand? A
One thing | know about English A
Class dictionary A

1.6 How to get information during
subsequent lessons

Name review — Chair swap A

50-second talks A

Learner style A

Teacher style A

Probing thinking to see what students
understand

Learning contracts A

Tutorials A

Other ideas

1.7 How to get information after the
students have gone

Tracer study A

1.8 Conclusion

2.3 Middles

Threads

An animal a day A
Stimulus-based blocks

Meeting the stimulus

Analysis

Personalisation

Alteration and transfer

Creation

Generalisable procedures for texts

2.4 Break time

Rounding off A

Complete break in class A
Complete break outside class A
2.5 Ends

Homework A

Dialogue journals A

What have we done today and why?
Plans for next time A

Filling up the last remaining moments
2.6 Conclusion

ix



Map of the book

3 What can go into a lesson? 73

3.1 Introduction

What there is to teach and learn

3.2 Classes and people

3.3 Language patterns

Individual words

Learning about words

Groups of words

Grammatical patterns

Functions

Practical principles for teaching words,
word groups, grammatical patterns and
functions

4 How do people learn and so how
can we teach? 110

4.1 Introduction

Ways of learning and teaching

4.2 Finding out for yourself

What it is and how it works

How it works in the language class

Finding out for yourself: Functional
expressions A

Finding out for yourself: Discourse structure
and lexical phrases A

4.3 Things made plain

What it is and how it works

How it works in the language class

5 What can we teach with? 131

5.1 Introduction

Part 1

5.2 What materials and equipment are
available and where?

5.3 The dictionary

Main types of dictionary

Uses of dictionaries

Use dictionaries yourself A

Looking up words you know A

5.4 The board

Main types of board

Uses of boards

Group landscape A

Mapping the lesson A

5.5 The box of rods

Main types of rods

Uses of rods

Marking phonological features A

Story telling A



Map of the book

Stage 1: Exposure to language

Stage 2: Noticing

Stage 3: Remembering (or mental storage)

Stage 4: Use and refinement

3.4 Language skills

Listening

Speaking

Reading

Writing

Practical principles for working on skills
and sub-skills

3.5 Combinations

Situations

Topics and themes

Practical principles for teaching situations,
topics and themes

3.6 Literature

Practical principles for teaching literature

3.7 Culture

Practical principles for working with culture

3.8 Study skills

Practical principles for teaching study skills

3.9 Other subjects

3.10 Conclusion

Things made plain: Functional
expressions A

Things made plain: Sentence structure A

4.4 Periphery learning

What it is and how it works

How it works in the language class

Periphery learning: Functional
expressions A

Periphery learning: Study skills A

Periphery learning: Grammatical
patterns A

4.5 Use and refinement

What it is and how it works

How it works in the language class
Use and refinement: Functional

expressions A
Use and refinement: The listening skill A
4.6 Taking stock
Commonly found instructional sequences
4.7 Test, teach, test
4.8 Pre-, in-, post- stages for receptive skills
4.9 PPP (Presentation, Practice, Production)
4.10 TBL (Task-based Learning)
4.11 Conclusion

5.6 The picture pack

Main types of picture pack

Uses of picture packs

It reminds me of ... A

Standardising practice A

5.7 The music tape

Main types of music tape

Uses of music tapes

Mental images A

5.8 How to look after your tools:
Maintenance and storage

Getting materials ready

When you go into class

In class

Between tasks in class or between classes

On leaving class

Filing systems

Personal favourites

Part 2

5.9 A central tool: The coursebook

Advantages of using a coursebook

Disadvantages of using a coursebook

5.10 Using the whole coursebook: The
stimulus-based approach

Meeting the coursebook

Me Teacher, You Book A

Sharing your reasoning A

Students survey the book in class A

Students write bibliography cards A

Looking ahead — Getting organised A

Analysing the coursebook

Teacher guts the coursebook before use in
class A

The coursebook vocabulary thread for
students in class A

x1



Map of the book

5 What can we teach with?
(continued)

Personalising the book

Covering the coursebook A

Coloured filters A

Forging connections A

Inner voice A

Teacher dissects the coursebook at
home A

Altering the coursebook

Teacher selects, rejects and supplements
parts of the coursebook before use in
class A

6 How can we vary the activities
we do? 162

6.1 Introduction

6.2 Description of a learning activity

The alphabet blackboard game A

6.3 Definition of the features of an activity
6.4 Changing the features of an activity
6.5 The activity bank

7 Getting down to the preparation
180

7.1 Introduction

7.2 What is ‘planning’?

Why would we want to plan courses and
lessons?

Why would we not want to plan courses
and lessons?

Who can you do your planning with?

When can you plan your courses and
lessons?

7.3 Specifying objectives

The traditional view

The ‘starting from different angles’ view

The students

Time

8 What are our freedoms and
constraints? 212

xil

8.1 Introduction

External variables

8.2 Type of organisation

8.3 Type of class

Heterogeneous classes

Practical principles for working with
heterogeneous classes

Syllabus and content

Materials and tasks

Mixed ability dictation A

Working together

Very large classes

Practical principles for working with large
classes



Map of the book

Teacher and students alter texts that are too
short A

Teacher and students alter texts that are too
long A

Adding the students in

Read aloud and shadow A

Different voices and gestures A

Reversals A

Creating things based on the coursebook

Using the pictures A

Bringing out the coursebook
characters A

Things you can do with the coursebook
apart from studying it A

Finishing off A

5.11 Conclusion

Reading a text and then answering questions
on it A
Dictation A
Repeating after the teacher A
Copying from the blackboard A
Reading a dialogue and then role
playing it A

Checking homework around the class A
Filling in gaps in a cloze text A

Student presentations A

Memorising A

6.6 Conclusion

Generative activity frameworks

Content

How people learn

How teaching can be handled

Materials

7.4 What happens once you get some
starting points

Building courses, playing your course cards

Laying down one card, or the one card trick

Playing similar sorts of cards

Heart, club, diamond, heart, club, diamond

One of spades, one of hearts, one of clubs

Building a pack of cards

Face down concentration

7.5 Before individual lessons

The zero option

Writing lesson notes

Different sorts of notes
Visualising the class

In-class ideas

Immediately after class

More ambitious ideas for later on
Keeping track

Analysis of tapes

Ideas for balancing up

Variety stars

7.6 The design model for planning
7.7 Conclusion

Crowd control

Basic chores

Group work

One-to-one (or very small group) teaching

Practical principles for teaching one-to-one
or very small groups

Exam classes

Practical principles for working with exam
classes

Transparency

Similarity

Get students in the study mood

Balance

Exam tips

Sort yourself out!

Substitution classes

Practical principles for working with
substitution classes

Using pictures A

Using an unusual methodology A

Using teacher resource books

Using a topic-based lesson

Classes with few resources or facilities

Practical principles for working with under-
resourced classes

Seating

Boards and display surfaces

Individual student materials

xiii



Map of the book

8 What are our freedoms and Crowd control
constraints? (continued) Basic chores

Group work

One-to-one (or very small group) teaching

Practical principles for teaching one-to-one
or very small groups

Exam classes

Practical principles for working with exam
classes

Transparency

Similarity

Get students in the study mood

Balance

Exam tips

Sort yourself out!

Substitution classes

Practical principles for working with
substitution classes

Xiv



Map of the book

Using pictures A

Using an unusual methodology A

Using teacher resource books

Using a topic-based lesson

Classes with few resources or facilities

Practical principles for working with under-
resourced classes

Seating

Boards and display surfaces

Individual student materials

8.4 The unpredictability of working with
people

Classes with students who don’t get on

Practical principles for working with classes
who don’t get on

Avoidance

Confrontation

Separate development

Cooperation

Undisciplined classes

Practical principles for dealing with
undisciplined classes

Before class

In class

After and between lessons

Hijacks: Pleasant and unpleasant surprises

Practical principles for dealing with
surprises and hijacks

8.5 The internal variable: Ourselves

Practical principles for dealing with
strengths and weaknesses in ourselves

Finding out about ourselves

Working on our weaknesses

Working on our strengths

8.6 Conclusion

XV



Introduction

What do | mean by planning?

The title of this book is Planning Lessons and Courses so I'd like to
define right away what I mean by it. By ‘planning’, I mean what most
working teachers do when they say they’re planning their lessons and
courses. Thus I take planning to include the following: considering the
students, thinking of the content, materials and activities that could
go into a course or lesson, jotting these down, having a quiet ponder,
cutting things out of magazines and anything else that you feel will help
you to teach well and the students to learn a lot, i.e. to ensure our lessons
and courses are good. I do NOT mean the writing of pages of notes with
headings such as ‘Aims’ and ‘Anticipated problems’ to be given in to an
observer before they watch you teach.

I also take it as given that plans are just plans. They’re not legally
binding. We don’t have to stick to them come hell or high water. They
are to help us shape the space, time and learning we share with students.
We can depart from them or stick to them as we, the students and the
circumstances seem to need.

What do | mean by a ‘good’ lesson or course?

Pve said above that planning is something we do to ensure our lessons
and courses are good ones. But what is ‘good’?

When busy and tired, we often regard the variables of our classes
(such as the type of class, the prescribed syllabus, the schedule) as con-
straints blocking the achievement of a ‘good’ lesson or course. ‘If only
...,, we think. ‘If only my class were smaller or I had more resources or
I had more time to plan. Then I could teach really well.’

We have perhaps too a view of other people’s classes, small ones or big
ones or homogeneous ones, as being ‘normal’ and our own as being
exceptional or inferior in some way. We might hear laughter through a
classroom wall or watch a teacher preparing bits of paper for an inter-
esting activity and we may feel, ‘Gosh! I wish I could do that!” We may
assume that ‘good’ lies outside our own work, outside ourselves.
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If we have the definition above, of a ‘good’ lesson or course being one
that other people experience or that goes exactly to plan or one that is
exactly what we’ve been told is good or one that’s only achievable if we
have hours of planning time available, then we are setting ourselves up
for failure every time a class is bigger or smaller or worse resourced than
it’s ‘supposed’ to be, every time students act like real people and do
something unpredictable. We can look at the variables of the classroom
differently though, regarding them instead as part of the description of
our situation. ‘I have a largish class,” we can think, ‘with not many
resources. So some things are not possible and other things are possible.
I’ll have to create what I can, given my situation. This is my setting and
my design problem and this is how I’'m going to set about solving it. ’'m
going to do the best I can and THAT is what I’m going to call “good”!’

We need to have robust, personal criteria for what we consider good
work. Granted, we will inevitably have absorbed notions of what ‘good’
is from outside ourselves, perhaps from our training, from our favourite
teachers from school, or from colleagues, authors or conference presen-
ters that we happen to like. But we need to ponder our own definitions
of ‘good’ to make sure they’re realistic and set us up for success.

I’ll state my own criteria for a good language course or lesson now. A
good lesson or course, to me, is one where there’s plenty of language
learning going on and where the students and I:

e feel comfortable physically, socially and psychologically

® know a little about each other, why we are together and what we
want to get out of the experience. (We also know these things may
keep shifting slightly as we go through the course.)

e are aware of some of what there is to learn

e are aware of some of the things we have learned

® have a notion about how we learn best

® accept that language is a mixture of things (part instinct, motor skill,
system, cultural artefact, music, part vehicle for content and part
content itself), that it changes all the time and thus that we need to
teach and learn it in a variety of ways

¢ know why we’re doing the activities we’re doing

¢ do things in class that would be worth doing and learn things that
are worth learning for their own sake outside the language
classroom

® become more capable of taking the initiative, making decisions and
judging what is good and useful

e start useful habits which will continue after we have left each other

e follow our course and lesson plans or depart from them when
necessary in order to bring about the criteria above.



What are teachers’ concerns about lesson and course planning?

These are some of the things that are necessary for me to consider a
course or lesson good, for me to consider my work good!

What are teachers’ concerns about lesson and
course planning?

Our concerns about preparing lessons and courses tend to differ accord-
ing to the amount of experience we have.

A beginner teacher’s concern: ‘Planning takes too long’

‘It just doesn’t seem right! I stay up till one in the morning preparing for
a 45 minute lesson the next day! I can’t see how I can keep this up. What
happens when I start a real job and have to teach six hours a day? I mean
... does it get any better?’

This is what a beginner teacher asked me recently. I remembered when
I started my first teaching job. I used to spend all evening planning
lessons for the next day. Why does lesson preparation take inexperienced
teachers so long?

I think it’s partly because there are so many variables for a starter
teacher to consider as they think about the time they will spend with a
class. Starter teachers may think:

® What do I know about the students?

® What will be possible in that physical space with those chairs and
that table? How long have I got?

e What shall I teach? Culture, a topic, study skills, listening,
vocabulary? Or the next page of the textbook?

e How shall I teach it? How do I interest students and get them
working together well and doing something worthwhile?

e How will I know whether things are going well or not?

® What materials shall T use? I hate this page of the textbook. I want a
picture of a thirsty woman but I can’t find one.

e How will I write my decisions down? My trainer has given me a
model plan. I have to write in the timing but I have no idea how
long things will take.

® How do I plan a whole series of interesting lessons? On my training
course I only did one or two separate ones.

e Will the plan happen? Do I really have the control to make these
things happen? Is it OK to change my mind in class and do
something I didn’t plan? Will the students change things?

e Am I really a teacher? Do I want to be one? Or does it mean being
like my old, hated, maths teacher?



Introduction

¢ I read the other day that languages are learned and not taught, so
am I out of a job anyway?

It’s no wonder that beginner teachers wander round their homes making
endless cups of tea, staring at books sightlessly, and tearing up sheets of
paper. There are a lot of things to consider and to try to get right, all at
the same time!

An experienced teacher’s concern: ‘It’s getting boring!’

‘Oh, that was so boring! Well, actually I don’t think THEY were incred-
ibly bored. I mean they were working all right but I bored MYSELF
rigid! I’ve done that lesson too many times.’

Remarks like these, which I’ve heard in staffrooms or said myself,
point to the dilemma of experienced teachers. Planning and teaching
have got easier. They don’t take up much mental space any more. Ex-
perienced teachers can switch onto ‘auto-pilot’, do things they have done
many times before and use their energies in other parts of their lives such
as bringing up children, learning fencing or falling in love again.

Auto-pilot is really useful. It can get you through times of fatigue,
personal happiness or distress, but it can be boring for the pilot. It’s good
to be able to cut corners and have more time for yourself but it’s not so
good to succumb to the temptation of using old ideas and materials
again and again.

Ways of getting better at planning

As I said above, I can remember how it felt to spend all evening prepar-
ing for one lesson, to stare at paragraphs of explanation in grammar
books wondering what anomalous finites were and whether it would
be useful for students to learn about them. Here I am 20 years later
and sometimes I still feel a bit the same! Now I'm reading about the
grammar of speech and wondering if it would help me or my students to
learn about it. But one thing IS different now. I can choose how long to
take over my planning. I can plan a lot of the next lesson by the time Pve
finished the present one. I can plan a lesson in about ten minutes, jotting
down a few notes on a piece of paper and things still seem to go all right.
I can have an outline in my head that is designed to hand most things
over to the students. I can spend a long time planning a course or lesson
and actually enjoy it!

I’m not alone in this. One experienced colleague writes nothing down
but says he does a lot of thinking in the bath in the morning. Another
plans out loud to herself on the 45 minute car journey to work.

4



Ways of getting better at planning

Personally, ’'m not one of those people who can ‘go in with absolutely
nothing and think on my feet’. But then I have met very few such
people. Even a colleague of mine who positively rants about the insanity
of deciding on Friday night what will happen on Monday morning still
admits that he doesn’t like going in with absolutely nothing. ‘Having a
few ideas in your mind is like having banisters at the side of the stairs,’
he says. “When you’re running downstairs, you don’t necessarily hold on
to them but it’s nice to know they are there!’

Whatever our ideological position on lesson planning, we have to
admit that most students come to class expecting something to happen
and most experienced teachers put some thought into how to structure
time spent with students. Most experienced teachers can do that think-
ing a lot more easily than when they started their jobs. What’s more they
can do it before, during or after lessons. We may not know how we
got to be able to do this but most of us, looking back, can sense that a
distance has been travelled.

So what does happen in between the time when planning takes all
night and makes you miserable and the time when you can do it easily
and enjoyably while washing or driving or teaching? Ill suggest a num-
ber of ways this apparent magic might happen.

The first way: Considering our past learning experiences

Anybody who’s attended primary and secondary school, driving lessons,
sports training and other learning events has put in thousands of hours
in the classroom and consciously or unconsciously will have absorbed a
lot of information about what’s possible in a lesson or course and what
good teaching and learning are. Knowledge of types of group, content,
activity, sequences, materials and routines will all have been picked up
from the student/observer’s angle. Thus any beginner teacher rising to
their feet in front of a class for the first time may find past teacher
‘ghosts’ inhabiting their body (Weintraub 1989). You may hear yourself
saying things your teachers said and you may instinctively use activities
and routines that your teachers used. A likely pattern here is the
initiation, response, feedback (IRF) routine. Here’s an example:

T: What’s the time now? (=)
S: It’s ten o’clock. (= R)
T: Good! (= F)

When you find yourself saying this for the first time, it can make you
chuckle. “Why is it a good thing that it’s ten o’clock?’ you might ask
yourself. But in fact this routine acknowledges that students and teach-
ers are working on at least two levels at once: the level concerned with

5
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comment on target language proficiency and another, the level of personal
communication. The IRF routine only becomes pernicious when it’s used
mechanically and without an additional communicative response such as,
‘Gosh! That time already!” Many of the routines we’ve unwittingly picked
up during our hours on the other side of the desk are helpful.

The second way: Using coursebooks

Another way of getting better at preparing is by using coursebooks.
A beginner teacher using a coursebook will absorb routines from it,
especially if there is a helpful teacher’s book to go with it. The tendency
to pick up activities, lesson types and course models from course-
books will be reinforced if the same books are taught several times with
different classes and especially if a part of every unit is the same.

The third way: Learning as we teach

There are many other ways that we gradually get more effective at our
course and lesson planning as we teach. We do so by:

e Writing plans for different classes and then teaching the plans.

¢ Teaching lesson plans written for us by more experienced teachers.

e Writing plans for a more experienced teacher and then hearing what
they did with them in their class.

¢ Observing teachers or videos and then writing lesson notes for what
we’ve seen.

¢ Listening to colleagues talking about their lessons and courses.

¢ Reading transcripts of recorded lessons.

¢ Team-teaching, reading training manuals, using resource books that
have been written around a particular theme such as creative
grammar practice or songs or vocabulary, and finding out what
students like and then following their directions on how to teach
them that way.

As we do these, we’ll start to understand that lessons are composed of
lots of different elements that affect each other, all of which can be used
as starting points. We’ll gain the experience of personal examples of indi-
vidual students, types of classes, and timings of activities. We’ll then be
able to call up these examples for comparison in future. We’ll also get a
repertoire of exercises, sequences of exercises and whole stock lessons
and courses. ll call these learned repertoires ‘Chunks’ and will say more
about them below. Thus by thinking, using coursebooks, planning
lessons and then teaching them, and by working with others, we soon
start to get a repertoire of chunks.

6



Using ‘Chunks’

Using ‘Chunks’

What are ‘Chunks’ ?

Let’s step outside our own field for a moment. When learning to type
we learn where individual letters are before practising high frequency
combinations like, ‘tion’ and ‘the’. When learning to drive, we learn how
to depress the clutch, put the gear in neutral, then push the gear into first
and slowly let the clutch off before combining all this, plus mirror
watching, indicating, playing with the handbrake, keeping time with the
accelerator pedal, and sweating, into something called ‘moving off into
traffic’. The chunk, in both the typing and the driving, is the running
together into a smooth sequence all the little steps that we have
previously learned. The individual steps need to be learned first. Then we
need to learn how to chunk.

A chunk usually has a name of its own. Thus the separate steps, in a
primary school class, of ‘down, around and fly the flag’ soon become a
chunk called ‘writing the number 5°.

Moving back into foreign language teaching, the individual steps, ‘I’ll
write three questions on the board, then I’ll ask students to read them,
then P’ll explain to students they’ll be able to answer them once they have
read the text’, once practised a couple of times, become the smooth
chunk ‘setting a pre-reading task’. Later, with a bit more experience, the
chunks get bigger or longer, and pretty soon the teacher can say, ‘I’ll do
some pre- and in-reading tasks and then work on language and content.’
The individual steps of the larger chunk could be stated in great detail
but the experienced teacher no longer needs to do this except when asked
to for an advanced exam. The individual steps have been thought about
and experienced often enough for them to have become integrated into
a bigger, smoother unit.

When are chunks good or bad?

Teachers have to think about individual small units of content, steps,
activities and material before being able to work at a broader level. But
I believe that as soon as possible we need to start thinking about
putting steps together, subsuming them into larger units and thinking
about shaping lessons and sets of lessons. This enables us to piece whole
lessons and courses together without using up whole evenings and
weekends!

I believe that it is also partly this ability to call up practised sequences
or ‘chunks’ that makes lesson planning easy for the experienced teacher.
If inexperienced teachers could be helped to acquire these, how much
easier their lives would be.
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On the darker side, however, it’s also partly these same chunks that
make trying something new difficult for the experienced teacher. The
sight of a text, for example, suggests an almost automatic set of activi-
ties that can be applied to it and away the experienced teacher goes,
down a useful but rather well-worn path. Useful chunks have been learnt
by the experienced teacher over the years and they can now lead to a
rather stultifying, routine way of working. If experienced teachers could
be helped to wander off these paths, how much more interesting our
work might be.

Of course, inexperienced teachers can use well-worn routines in class
too. These can have been inherited from past teachers or over-learned on
training courses. Wherever they’ve come from, these sets of routines
often need breaking down and rethinking.

If you’re a starter teacher, you could probably do with picking up a
repertoire of new teaching chunks so that you can piece together lessons
and sets of lessons swiftly and effectively. If you’re a teacher who’s set-
tled into your career, you may be looking for new repertoires to help you
make the experiments you want to make. If you’re a very experienced
teacher, you may need to put some of your well-worn routines to one
side and try out new ones in order to keep awake personally and profes-
sionally. T hope very much that this book will help you, wherever you are
in your career cycle, for it’s full of chunks and repertoires of different

kinds.

Beliefs, perceptions and assumptions

In this book Pll share ideas that have helped me to solve puzzles set by
my own classes and situation. While writing this book, I’ve had the lux-
ury of a two-year conversation with a fellow professional, Penny Ur, my
editor. Through these conversations, I’'ve come to understand more
about my own assumptions and beliefs. ’'ve had to think hard about why
I have wanted one chapter to come before another, or why I want some
things in the book and not other things.

Whether you’re reading this book on your own or have the chance, as
I’ve had, for conversations with a critical friend, I offer below an activ-
ity that helps you explore your beliefs about people, learning, language
and teaching. It’s our beliefs about these things that ultimately govern
everything about our planning from our choice of content, activity,
instructional sequence and course model to our personal style. We need
to communicate these beliefs or reasons to our participants too.

The activity is called “The four-column analysis’ and has been a very
popular activity with the teachers and trainers I’ve worked with over the
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years. It is a way of getting from classroom tactics to talk of beliefs and
values. The activity can be done after you have personally experienced a
lesson (whether as a teacher, learner or trainer) or by going through a
video, lesson transcript or taped lesson carefully or after listening to
someone’s verbatim account of their own lesson.

The four-column analysis

1 Draw four columns. Put the following words at the top of the columns:
Steps, Chunks, Assumptions (or Beliefs), Archaeology. Thus:

STEPS CHUNKS ASSUMFPTIONS / | ARCHAEOLOGY
BELIEFS

THE FOUR COLUMNS

2 Filling in the Steps column
Try to remember the individual steps of the lesson without looking
directly at your source material, e.g. the lesson plan or video. Note
them down in the Steps column in shorthand like this:

STEFS CHUNKS ASSUMPTIONS / | ARCHAEOLOGY
BELIEFS

Music as 5/5
arrive

T writes own
first name

on B/B and
invites 5/5

to join their
names to

Ts as in a
crossword or
scrabble game
* 5/5S come up
and do it

T asks 5/5 to
turn to p. 10 in
textbook and
mask top half
o etc.

THE STEPS COLUMN



Introduction

Why? As teachers we spend a lot of our time looking forward to
future lessons and much less time thinking back through a lesson we
have just taught. So we are usually practised at pre-paration but not
post-paration. Looking back is good memory training. It forces us to
look at all that went on and not just the bits that seemed most
important. It is interesting later, if you compare your notes with a
colleague’s, with the lesson plan or other source material, to see what
you forgot and to consider why you remembered the bits you did. This
prompts a more realistic and detailed discussion of a lesson or session
than when just remembering the things that stand out most
immediately and vividly. If you are looking at a new activity, sequence
or lesson shape in someone else’s work, taking these kinds of notes
will help you to reproduce the same sequence again yourself later on.

3 Filling in the Chunks column
Look at all the steps you noted in the first column. See if you can clump
some of them together into phases like this:

crossword or
scrabble game

¢ S5/5 come up
and do it

e Tasks S/5 to
turn to p. 10 in
textbook and
mask top half

* etc.

Start of main
work

STEPS CHUNKS ASSUMPTIONS / | ARCHAEOLOGY
BELIEFS

* Music as 5/5 Setting

arrive atmosphere
e T writes own

first name

on B/B and

invites 5/5

to join their Getting to

names to know you /

Ts as in a Warm-up phase

THE CHUNKS COLUMN

Why?

If you are doing this work on your own teaching and complete

the columns for several lessons, you may be interested to find that you
often use similar chunks or lesson phases in a similar order. If you do
this work on someone else’s lessons, you might be intrigued to see that

10
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they structure their lessons in identical or very different ways to you.
Either way, this work gets us thinking about sequences of activities and
chunks rather than about individual activities.

Filling in the Assumptions (or Beliefs) column

Next look at the individual steps and chunks listed in the first two
columns. Try to get to the assumptions and beliefs behind them. If you
are thinking about someone else’s lesson, then you can only guess at
the teacher’s assumptions. If you are thinking about your own lesson,
then it would be productive to have a friend working with you,
thinking about it individually first before comparing notes. Your friend
will see things differently from you. For example, | might believe that
playing music relaxes students but my friend might think that it all
depends on the type of music, type of student and the volume!

STEPS CHUNKS ASSUMFPTIONS / | ARCHAEOLOGY
BELIEFS
* Music as S/S  |Setting e Teacher thinks
arrive atmosphere music creates
good atmos-
phere and that
atmosphere is
important to
learning. Maybe
T relaxes tool T
assumes S/
will like the
music
o T writes own Getting too Firet names are
first name know you / OK. Name-
on B/B and Warm-up phase learning is
invites 5/5 important. See-
to join their ing spelling is
names to important. The
Ts as in a B/B belongs to

crossword or
scrabble game

everyone. People
can move
around. The
front of the
room is not an
inner sanctum.
Done this way T
must have
small group and
plenty of room.

11
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* S5/5 come up
and do it

e Tasks S/5 to
turn to p. 10 in
textbook and
mask top half

* etc.

Start of main
work

* Everyone has a
textbook. Using
a textbook is
good. You dont
have to use the
textbook page
as it is.

THE ASSUMPTIONS COLUMN

Why?

The steps and chunks or phases of your lesson or session are

what you and your participants actually do. These events are practical,
physical statements or expressions of self. Regardless of what you
MEAN to happen and regardless of what you believe about learning
and teaching, this is the reality of events in your classroom. So it is
interesting and usually very instructive to see if the assumptions
spotted by other people are similar to the assumptions the leader of
the session actually holds.

5 Filling in the Archaeology column

This column could also be headed ‘When, how and why did | learn this
way of working?’ You can only fill in this column if you either taught
the lesson yourself or are able to talk to the teacher who did. The
teacher tries to remember where an activity or the idea for a phase

came from.
STEPS CHUNKS ASSUMFPTIONS / | ARCHAEOLOGY
BELIEFS
* Music as S/S  |Setting e Teacher thinks |e |first saw
arrive atmosphere music creates music used at
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good atmos-
phere and that
atmosphere is
important to
learning. Maybe
T relaxes tool T
assumes S/5
will like the
music

the start when
a participant in
a session by
Elayne Phillips. |
liked it, thought
S/5 might and
also thought
‘Great! | can
use something |
love in “real life”
at work too!




* T writes own Getting to ® First names are |® | got name
first name know you / OK. Name- crossword or
on B/B and Warm-up phase learning is scrabble from
invites /5 important. See- Rick Cooper
to join their ing spelling is when team-
names to important. The teaching. | liked
Ts as in a B/B belongs to the way it
crossword or everyone. People metaphorically
scrabble game can move drew the indi-

* 5/S come up around. The viduals into a

and do it

e Tasks S/Sto |Start of main Everyone has a We had text-
turn to p. 10 in  |work textbook. Using books at
textbook and a textbook is school. My eye
mask top half good. You don’t always wan-

have to use the dered all over

* ctc. textbook page the page so0

as it is. when my

front of the
room is not an
inner sanctum.
Done this way T
must have
small group and
plenty of room.

Beliefs, perceptions and assumptions

group.

Diploma trainer
showed me how
to ‘mask’ to get
everyone's
attention on
one spot, |
learnt to do it
right away.

THE ARCHAEOLOGY COLUMN

Why? This column helps us to understand how we and other teachers
learn, where we get our repertoires from and in what situations we
are most likely to pick up new ways of working. We begin to dig out
the history of our own improvement as teachers. From the above notes
we can see that this teacher seems to learn from people. She has
learned from a teacher, a colleague and a trainer. She likes the idea
that she can bring things from her outside life into the classroom.

With the four-column analysis we are beginning to investigate what
activities, sequences, chunks and phases we use in our lessons and ses-
sions, why we tend to use them and if there is coherence between what

13
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we believe, what we actually do and how others see our work. We also
find out something about the circumstances in which we have learned
some of the aspects of our job. We are, with the analysis, starting with
classroom evidence and working backwards to beliefs and assumptions.
It’s easier to get this kind of conversation going, in my view, if there is
something visible, audible and tangible to relate it to. I hope you have
some interesting conversations as a result of the activity.

The organisation of this book

Most of the chapters in this book are organised around questions that
you might ask when starting to plan a lesson or a course. Each chapter
provides answers to the questions posed or implied in the chapter titles.
The answers may be illustrated by practical activities signalled by A
in the margin (see page 9). Illustrative anecdotes from my own or other

people’s experience are marked by ﬁ . Chapters usually either include
or conclude with a summary based on the metaphor of a garden, indi-

&
cated by a flower in the margin ?i’ . At the end of Chapters 1-8 there is

a thematic mind map or other visual summary that aims to give you
some light relief and also to remind you of the essence of the chapter you
have just read.

In Chapter 1 Who are the students? there are sequences of activities
that help you to get to know your students before, during and after they
are in your classes. Next, Chapter 2 How long is the lesson? looks at
chronological chunks and thus at the sorts of activities that can come at
the beginning, middle and end of a lesson. Chapter 3 turns to content
and the question What can go into a lesson? Chapter 4 is about the ques-
tion How do people learn and so how can we teach? Chapter 5 What can
we teach with? describes the tools of the trade and how they can spark
off activity sequences of their own. In Chapter 6 the question is How can
we vary the activities we do? 1 take traditional activities and show how
you can turn them into something more useful for your own setting.
Chapter 7 Getting down to the preparation takes the practical, everyday
starting points and written formats that people actually use and not the
ways of working we have been told on training courses that we OUGHT
to use! Chapter 8 What are our freedoms and constraints? is about
the freedoms and constraints involved in working with different types
of organisation, class and personality and also about the totally
unpredictable side of our work.

14



The organisation of this book

As a child T used to consider gardening a boring chore just for ‘grown-
ups’ even though I did love being in gardens myself playing and walking,
looking, touching and sniffing. Over the years, I've learned how to turn
the noun ‘garden’ into the verb ‘to garden’. As I’'ve moved jobs and
houses, I’ve temporarily taken over small town patches, suburban yards
and overgrown cottage gardens. I’ve looked through seed catalogues and
borrowed tools. I’'ve had some successes, made loads of mistakes and am
still learning a lot. Now as I look out of my window with great pleasure
into the country garden below, I see the primroses that have done well
and the weeds that I should do something about! I realise that I have
turned into the ‘grown-up’ I used to watch weeding and digging. I see
now that, although gardening IS a chore and involves unending problem-
solving rather than perfect solutions, it’s also tremendously rewarding.
I feel just the same way about school classrooms. I used to be an
observant participant in other people’s classrooms and now I have my
own. And I now see that the chore of planning and teaching is positively
enjoyable and that there’s always plenty to learn. I can see many other
parallels between working in gardens and working in classrooms. If
you’d like to join me in exploring this metaphor, watch for the flower
motifs throughout the book.

15



1 Who are the students?

1.1 Introduction

The students we work with are the real reason for the whole
learning/teaching encounter. So the most important thing we can do
before, during and after classes is, in my view, to listen to students, watch
them and read their work. This will help us to get to know them as
individuals and thus will give us invaluable information when choosing
topics and types of material including coursebooks, and when selecting
activities and shaping lessons and courses. We can also involve students
in these decisions. Even if our hands are tied in many matters because,
for example, we have to stick to a syllabus or teach a certain coursebook,
knowing as much as possible about our students will still help us decide
on error correction, testing and homework and respond to them as
individuals and as a group. It’s perhaps the most natural sequence of all
in teaching: finding out about the students and then taking account of
this information in our work.

In this chapter I’ll look at the things you can find out about learners,
who you can find out from, how and when, and what you might use
your understanding for.

1.2 Who can you find out from?

If you have been asked to take on a new class or one-to-one student, you
can get information from the sending institution (if the students are com-
ing in from somewhere else), past and present teachers, other ‘stake-
holders’ (see below), and the students themselves. Let’s look at the
institutional level first.

The institution
Students from a different institution

Sometimes students come to our institutions from a different company,
school or country from our own.

16
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If the arrangements between your own institution and the sending
institution are long term, what procedures are already in place for receiv-
ing, testing and teaching?

If a government or company is sending students to you for the first
time, there will usually be some anxiety on both sides about getting
procedures sorted out. It’s vital that the teacher notes any kinks in a
programme and makes adjustments fast.

If the relationship between the institutions is relatively new or you are
new to the relationship, you will want to know:

e the nature of the sending institution

e its aims for the students

¢ what demands are made by the institution on the students before,
during and after sending them

e whether the students are tested before they come

e whether a representative of the sending institution will be coming
too and, if so, what relationship they have to the students. For
example, whether they will be expecting to visit classes, or help with
discipline while you are teaching.

Students from inside or outside your own institution

The sorts of things we could do well to know at the organisational level,
whether students come from inside or outside our institution, are:

e whether the course is described or advertised anywhere and, if so,
how

* whether any reports exist on past courses and whether any examples
of past student work are available

* who is paying for the students to attend and whether attendance is
voluntary or compulsory

* how the students are selected

e the length and frequency of the course, the mode of contact and the
prescribed syllabus and materials, since these will affect the students

* why YOU were asked to take the course rather than another teacher.
If you are told you were chosen because you were the only teacher
who has experience of a particular exam or the target language, this
will have a different effect on your work from being told, for
example, that ‘they want someone very creative’.

Although we might imagine that this kind of essential information would
be provided for us, it’s not always the case! Sometimes institutions
feel these issues are so fundamental that everybody must know them
already. Other institutions feel that these are somehow not teachers’ but
managers’ concerns and that teachers should just go ahead and teach the

17
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course. Sometimes teachers can’t be bothered with this level of enquiry
or we are too shy to ask.

Since the teacher is the one who works with the students day to day,
it’s vital that we know whether our students are forced to be in class, are
paying for themselves, have a very specific aim in mind, or, for example,
have heard very positive or negative things from past generations of
students about our institution or ourselves!

The obvious person to ask about these issues is the person who sug-
gests you take the class on. Ask gently, for it may be that the person has
no idea of the answers and has not even thought of asking the questions
themselves. Once you have explained how useful the information will be
for planning and teaching the course though, most people will see the
wisdom of the request. It’s a good idea to suggest ways of getting the
information or even offering to get it yourself, for example, by finding
old files or reports, or phoning the sending institution. This will usually
prompt some action.

Past and present teachers

If you are taking over or are going to share a class, it makes sense to talk
to past or present teachers about the class (or write to them if they are
in another institution). If possible, ask questions, and look at any notes
on past work, materials used, test results, files on attendance, behaviour,
etc. and any language learner portfolios. If at all possible, watch the
students while they are being taught by their present teacher. You may or
may not like the teacher’s style but at least you will know what the stu-
dents are used to and whether they seem to like it! You’re also bound to
pick up some ideas from watching someone else teach. If there is a good
relationship between you and the previous teacher, then methods of
working, materials and grading queries can all be dovetailed smoothly.

Other stakeholders

Other people from whom you can gain interesting information about
the class may be parents and teachers of the same class but in different
subjects. Try to talk to them where possible.

1.3 What you can know and why
The students

Your main source of information about a class will be the students them-
selves. You can get to know them by phone, letter, journal, tape, e-mail
or face to face. You can get information before or on first meeting that
helps you to do some initial planning. Information you get as you go
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along will help you to adjust your planning continually. Information
gained after classes have left will help you plan for similar future courses.
Below is a list of some of the things it is useful to know about students
and the reasons why you might want to know.

What

e The number of students

e Names
e Sex ratio

e Age range

e Mother tongue

e Nationality

e What other languages
do they speak?

Why

So you can choose a room, plan the seating
and materials and know whether one-to-
one, pairwork or group work will be
possible. Very large (50+) and very small
(1-3) classes necessitate even more careful
activity planning than usual if you are not
used to these numbers.

So you can get them right!

So you know whether teacher and students
match, and what the balance will be in
your pair and group work.

So you can allow for different energy
levels, concentration spans and choices of
topics. The amount of life experience
students have to invest in particular themes
such as ‘work’ or ‘pop music’ will make a
huge difference to how long an activity
will last.

So you can work out what to do if one

or two students are without a mother
tongue friend. So you can figure out how
to establish an English-speaking
community and predict what common
strengths and weaknesses in the target
language there are there likely to be.

So you can understand more about the
politics, cultural conventions, prejudices
and expectations of the students. Are there
any possible ‘enemy’ nationalities in the
group? Will this affect your seating plan?
Are there cultural differences between
students in, for example, the time of day
they like to study, or the amount of
background noise they can study with?

So you can know how used to language
learning they are, where English comes in
individual students’ and the school’s
priorities and thus what difficulties you
can predict in their workload.

19



Who are the students?

What

e Target language level

¢ Student perceptions of
their own competence

e Profession and/or
interests

® Books and materials

already used

e Learners’ target situation

e Educational background

e Other commitments
during the course

® View of the course

Why

What results are there from any placement
tests and outside exams?

So you can add this information to
standard test results and make decisions
regarding student placement. A confident
student may want to join a challenging
class. A less confident student may prefer
to go into a class slightly under their own
level. If the students are already placed, it’s
still good to know who might be feeling
under- or over-confident, and who you’ll
need to support or stretch.

So you can judge what content will
support or expand their interests. What is
each student an expert in and thus what
can they teach others?

So you can avoid duplication.

So you can make decisions about the
topics and skills you work on. Do the
students need their English for jobs in,

e.g. air traffic control or some other
specialised use? Are they learning a little
at primary level so as to get a head start at
secondary level?

So you can judge what basic reading and
writing skills they have in their own
language. How cognitive and academic are
they?

So you can judge how much time and
energy they will be able to devote to
classes and homework, how stressed or
relaxed they will be and thus what
workload and pace they can take.

So you can gauge how realistic their
perceptions are and how well you can
match their expectations.
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Things that take a little longer to find out

What Why
¢ Group dynamic and So you can predict what attendance will be
personality like and consider what to do about it if it’s

bad as well as considering who needs to sit
next to or apart from whom. Are they
often quiet, lively or motivated?

® What learner styles seem  So you can choose methods and materials,

to be represented in the and consider if your learners’ ways of
group? (You may take working fit your style and, if not, what
one of the frameworks compromises will need to be made.

available in the literature
here, e.g. ‘dominant
sensory channel’ (learning
best by seeing, hearing,
touching, tasting, moving),
or ‘type of intelligence’
(musical, kinaesthetic,
interpersonal, logical-
mathematical, intrapersonal,
spatial, naturalist, religious,
etc.) or others such as
self-concept, students’
feelings about being in
control of their own
learning, or the difference
in factors to which students
attribute their successes and
failures in learning (see
Williams and Burden

1997 Ch. 5.3).

* How learners perceive or So you can decide how to move students’
mentally organise the understanding on.
language

These are some of the things it can be helpful to know. Some ideas
follow on ways of getting the information from the students.
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