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            Praise for The Lazy Teacher’s Handbook – New Edition

         

         Just when you thought you couldn’t get any lazier as a teacher Jim returns with even more ideas to help us teachers become more effective in our classrooms.

         This book is jammed full with tried and tested suggestions for us to dip in to! Well worth a read, a copy should be on hand in every classroom.

         Amjad Ali, Assistant Head Teacher, @ASTSupportAali

         In more than thirty years as a teacher and school leader, I’ve rarely met a lazy teacher. And that’s why we need this book so much.

         Jim Smith’s approach isn’t based on gimmicks and quick fixes. It’s all about real learning, and the way we need to detox ourselves as a profession from the idea that teaching more leads inevitably to students learning more. Often – as the author so vividly demonstrates – the reverse is true.

         The book has a great title, but in truth The Lazy Teacher’s Handbook isn’t for the lazy amongst us. It’s for those most committed to immersing students in the messy business of actual learning, guided by a teacher with the confidence to know when to step back and watch that learning happen.

         Geoff Barton, Head Teacher, King Edward VI School

         When the original Lazy Teacher’s Handbook first catapulted onto our shelves in 2010, the ideas quickly took hold and the concept of ‘Lazy Teaching’ entered teachers’ vernacular, becoming shorthand for an effective, learning-centred approach to classroom practice. At the heart of the book’s success lies Jim Smith’s ability to demystify the complexity of the teaching and learning process, supported by usable approaches that actually work for today’s generation of learners. In this fully updated edition, key ideas have been expanded and new teaching and learning approaches added, while aspects such as the use of IT in the classroom have been brought up to date. The Lazy Teacher’s Handbook is essential reading for all trainee teachers and NQTs, and is a welcome tonic for experienced teachers looking for fresh approaches.

         Jayne Prior, Senior Teaching Fellow and PGCE Programme Director, University of Bristol

         If you want tangible strategies and creative ideas that actually work, this book will provide you with plenty: it is accessible, honest, practical and entertaining. The Lazy Teacher’s Handbook will help you to help students become more effective, reflective and independent learners whilst helping you to retain the joy that comes from this privileged profession.

         Brian Platts, Head of the Secondary School,

The British School in Tokyo

         Jim Smith, in his amusing and straightforward style, encourages teachers to make their lives sustainable and their teaching, and crucially their pupils’ learning, effective. Full of ideas and knowhow for the classroom teacher.

         Stephen Tierney, author of Liminal Leadership

         Another fantastic teaching and learning development book. Jim’s learning and experience as a teacher and head teacher echo strongly throughout the book, giving realistic perspectives on the challenges facing teachers and also practical and empowering solutions. The book could be read as a whole but also dipped in and out of as part of self-reflection and CPD. The book creates a ‘can do’ approach to issues such as pupil engagement, progress, managing workload and effective feedback. Once again, Jim Smith has written a book that supports, excites and encourages thoughtful reflection – EWAP!

         Clare Cantle, Head Teacher, All Saints Catholic School
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            To Wendy, Henry and Oscar – thank you.

I hope you know why.
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            Foreword to the New Edition

         

         Well, that was interesting.

         When we published Jim Smith’s wonderful book in 2010, little did we know quite what a kerfuffle it would cause or quite how successful it would be.

         The premise is simple – sometimes the best thing we can do to help children learn is to stop teaching them. Or, to put it another way, sometimes there is so much teaching going on there is no space for them to learn anything. Or, in the words of the Singaporean Ministry for Education, ‘Teach less, learn more.’ Or, as a teacher I met in Tunbridge Wells last week said to me, the real learning takes place in the gaps between the teaching.

         The fact that this conversation took place in that particular town is interesting as ‘Disgusted of Tunbridge Wells’ has taken to their keyboard more than once about the title of this book. Indeed, even one of our own Associates at Independent Thinking wrote to me to say he had refused to have the book in the school where he was head teacher at the time.

         The point, as 99% of the book’s readers seemed to grasp very well, is clearly not to encourage unprofessionalism. Quite the opposite. In fact, I would argue that ‘lazy’ teaching does far more to encourage professionalism than the once upon a time Secretary of State for Education and would-be PM Michael Gove’s drive for research-led teaching and the self-serving bandwagon his actions spawned.

         Before ‘Disgusted of Tunbridge Wells’ reaches for his or her keyboard again, let me explain. There are at least four major concerns inherent in research-led teaching the way I see it.

         Firstly, it ignores the many variables to be found in any learning situation. ‘This works’ can never be the guarantee that it is in other fields such as medicine (although even there it is not quite the iron-clad assertion many people believe it to be). Whenever you hear the claim ‘this works’ what you are actually hearing is the statement, ‘This worked.’ Or, in full, ‘This worked. For me. There. With that group. Then.’ That’s the only claim we can make in education with 100% certainty. After that, the many variables and dynamics of real people interacting in real life situations kick in and, what with thirty or so of the thirty-one people in the room being children, anything can happen. This is what makes a classroom what experts in complexity theory, the only field we educators should really be looking at in detail, call a ‘complex adaptive system’. In other words, everything in the classroom is having an effect on everything else in the classroom on an ongoing basis all the time. You might know it better as trying to teach when a wasp enters the room.

         Secondly, and far more insidious, research-led teaching carries with it an assumption that, armed with that research, anyone can teach. The adult in the room doesn’t really need much training, just a decent script and a punitive behaviour policy. For learning to happen, the ‘teachers’ simply need to do what the ‘experts’ tell them to do and it will work. And if it doesn’t, then we’ll punish the children until it does.

         Thirdly, using the perfectly acceptable claims from various researchers that the most important factor in a child’s learning is the teacher, we have been fed the line that learning is, therefore, all about the teaching. The more a teacher teaches, the more a child learns. QED. Except that isn’t the case, as anyone who has sat through a boring lesson with a teacher stood at the front droning on and on (i.e. everyone who has been to school) knows. And as the T-shirt says, ‘If they’re not learning, you’re just talking.’

         Fourthly, even when the lesson is in the hands of a skilled teacher who can boast not only a pulse but enough of a spark to encourage learning to actually happen, we also have evidence from researchers such as Sugata Mitra suggesting that children are quite capable of learning without a teacher and may even learn better on their own.

         All of which means alarm bells should be ringing when anyone tells you exactly how you should teach. Even more so when they’re on Twitter.

         In light of all of this, perhaps the best way of understanding the power of Lazy Teaching is to use the terminology of the Dutch educational academic Gert Biesta from his challenging 2013 book The Beautiful Risk of Education. Biesta argues, among other things, that rather than seeking to narrow teaching down to a series of interactions proven to make learning happen, genuine education carries with it an element of risk – the risk that nothing might be learnt at all. Not only is the idea of education as a series of ‘inputs’ and ‘outputs’, so beloved of politicians, their mandarins and cronies,* nefarious it is neither ‘possible nor desirable’. Indeed, in Biesta’s words: ‘If we take the risk out of education, there is a real chance that we take out education altogether.’

         What Biesta advocates – and Lazy Teaching facilitates – is what he refers to as the ‘gift of teaching’. This gift is not something the teacher can bestow but it is something the student can take. It comes about as a result of the teacher’s professional ‘wisdom’ (which is different from their subject knowledge, having a First from Cambridge or doing a summer school then spending a few years teaching before going on to a proper job in banking) interacting in the moment with the mind of a learner who ‘does not limit himself or herself to the task of learning from the teacher but is open to the possibility of being taught’.

         When the Lazy Teacher shifts to the students so many of the tasks that they can not only easily perform but that will also help them benefit from the lessons more by doing so, it frees that teacher up to use their ‘gift’ far more effectively, to do the things in the classroom that only they can do. Again, to quote Biesta, it allows the teacher to ‘bring something new to the educational situation, something that was not already there’.

         Lazy Teaching isn’t about constructivism. Constructivism implies the teacher has nothing to bring to the lesson (or if they do they should keep it to themselves). Nor is it about facilitation. As Biesta alludes to, ‘facilitate’ literally means ‘to make easy’, yet we know that making learning easy does nothing when it comes to making it memorable.

         In a nutshell, Lazy Teaching is about having the students do more so that they learn more (and about more things such as, perhaps, leadership or working together. After all, as I like to ask the more didactic teachers I meet, what are they learning whilst you’re teaching them?). In so doing, Lazy Teaching frees up the teacher to do the things that only he or she can do. 

         What Jim’s easy-to-read and even easier-to-implement ideas and suggestions have done is give teachers back time – time to be more professional, time to be more creative and, based on the many letters and emails we have received, the feedback on Amazon and what Jim hears as he travels the length and breadth of the country working with schools, time to be themselves. From teachers who were contemplating leaving the profession due to workload and stress but have changed their practice and their lives as a result of this book, to those who have used it to help them come back to work after major illness, to those whose relationships it has helped salvage by giving them the time we all need to spend with loved ones, this book has been very busy working its magic worldwide for several years. Which isn’t too bad at all for a lazy little book.

         Thoroughly updated and revised by Jim, who is still practising what he preaches not only in the classroom but as a head teacher now, we hope this new edition will bring its own gift to many thousands more teachers as they roll their sleeves up, adapt their lessons and embrace the Lazy Way.

          

         Ian Gilbert, Kobe

         
            * Exhibit One, M’lord, this extract from the Department for Education’s snappy 2016 publication School Efficiency Metric: Guide to Understanding and Using the School Efficiency Metric Tool:

            Definition of school efficiency

            Efficiency is generally defined as the rate at which organisations turn inputs (financial and other resources) into outputs or outcomes. An organisation can become more efficient by producing more outputs with the same level of input; producing the same output with fewer inputs; or by a combination of both.

            We have defined school efficiency as the relationship between how much progress pupils make at the school (the ‘output’) and how much income the school receives (the ‘input’). We have chosen value added as the output and income per pupil as the input.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Foreword to the First Edition

         

         ‘Last Thursday, dressed like Minnie Mouse and sick with the flu, I sang the Hokey Cokey song to a classroom full of gawking parents and students. As usual, the students just sat there in silence as I sang slightly off-key to myself. And as the song on the CD got to the part, “Put your bottom in”, I thought “I’ll quit before I bend over in front of this room full of people.” I’d reached my limit of humiliating situations I was willing to endure in the name of being a good teacher. So I shut off the CD player mid-song and taught the rest of the lesson from the comfortable position of my chair.’

         The above is an on-line blog from an EFL teacher in Japan who has written it from the ‘Lazy English Teacher’s’ point of view. It sums up, I feel, what goes through the mind of so many teachers, this nagging sense that they are working so much harder than the children. And that this can’t be right.

         Teacher stress is a big issue. According to the on-line ‘Teacher Stress Archive’, work-related stress is the biggest health and safety issue in four out of five schools in the UK, leading to health issues including ‘anxiety, depression, heart disease, back pain, gastrointestinal disturbances and various minor illnesses’. It even has its own acronym in research circles – TSB or Teacher Stress and Burn Out. (There is an irony in calling it TSB in view of the fact that teachers often find it difficult to say no.)

         And that’s when you’ve been teaching for a while. According to an article in The Independent a while back, the pressures teachers are under in their first year of teaching, ‘are equivalent to someone coming out of medicine and becoming a brain surgeon straight away’.

         When I started teaching I remember likening it to being constantly in a business meeting, always this sense of needing to be somewhere else doing something else but not quite being able to get there. What’s more, it all kicked off the moment you arrived in the car park. Sometimes I couldn’t get the door open for all the students standing there with their wild excuses about why they hadn’t done their French homework. Not the long and gentle lead-in to the daily grind that I had when I worked for a local council. Here, people used to tell me that they didn’t really do any work until the tea trolley had been round. That was at 10.30 am. According to research from 1987 on the problem of TSB,* there are two things that can be done. One is to learn how better to deal with stress. In other words, this is the way it is, it’s not going to change so how can I ensure I am responding to it in the most healthy and effective way. Rather than reaching for the corkscrew the minute you get back from work it could be a spot of meditation and some visualisation techniques. Then the corkscrew. The other approach is what the researchers call ‘direct action’. In other words, addressing the root cause of the stress in the first place. Which brings me back to the teacher who was all Hokey Cokeyed out.

         Without taking away from how serious work stress is, I do wonder how much more teachers can do to help themselves? What if we were able to work less? What if we stopped trying to control everything that happened in our classrooms, all the time? What if we could have the students doing more of the work? What if this was taught from day one as we started our career? What if our aim was to send them home exhausted at the end of the day whilst we were the ones who skipped off to the sweet shop? And what if working in such a way not only helped improve our erstwhile skewed work–life balance but also improved the quality of their learning?

         In other words, what if we taught less, but they learnt more? Far from being some distant nirvana, this is exactly what The Lazy Teacher’s Handbook is describing, through the words and deeds of Jim Smith, the laziest teacher in town. So much of what goes on in your working day, from tutor time to testing, setting lesson objectives to setting homework, could be delegated to your students in a way that saves you energy but also involves them in the process of learning in a way that is both motivational and effective when it comes to their own achievement. And before you think to yourself that you could see yourself doing such a thing with your top set but not that bottom set group you always do battle with, remember, like respect, you get control by giving it. The more you can let them ‘take over’, the fewer battles you will have. This is something I have seen time and time again with teachers of some very challenging groups.

         So, be a professional teacher, be a committed teacher but, in everybody’s interest, be a lazy one too and remember, as the Eskimo proverb says, ‘If you sweat, you die.’

          

         Ian Gilbert, Dubai

         
            * Kyriacou, C., Teacher stress and burnout: An international review, Educational Research. Vol 29(2), Jun 1987, 146–152.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Introduction

         

         Have you ever had that niggling worry that the more effort you put into your lessons, the worse things become? Have you ever thought it wrong that you are the one crawling home on your knees at the end of the day whilst the students seem to find a new lease of life as soon as the bell goes? Does it ever cross your mind that this job means you only have holiday friends? That even the dog knows the term dates and when not to bother you?

         Ever wondered if the hours and hours you spend every day on your teaching job could be time better spent? Ever thought there must be a better way?

         Let me put it another way.

         Have you ever wondered what would happen in your classroom if you simply stopped teaching? And I don’t mean pack the job in. I mean you just create a bit more space for the learners to get on and be more active as a result of your teaching.

         You might be surprised if you did.

         Over the last few decades the demands of countless education initiatives from across the whole political spectrum, not to mention the pressures good teachers put on themselves, have seen so much teaching squeezed into our lessons, they must have squeezed out some of the learning. And whilst you clearly need some teaching for learning to happen, there needs to be time for a response to the teaching, to help embed and make permanent the learning. And if all the time is taken up by the teacher, what is left for the learner?

         In fact, such pressures might just be the reason that students who have been ‘boosted’ or ‘mentored’ or ‘targeted’ (or ‘EBacc-ed’) are still not progressing quite as we would want. Maybe if we spent a little less time teaching and gave students a little more time to learn, things would be different – especially if such an approach allowed for more opportunities to build relationships with the class and develop that all-important rapport with the individuals in it who might just need us most.

         To summarise, what if we started with the expectation that we work less and the students, pupils, children (whatever you want to call them) work a whole lot more?

         This is where the Lazy Way, as I like to call it, can help you get more out of your students and at the same time help you to get your life back. More than just a series of tricks, the Lazy Way is something I have put together over years of experience working with all sorts of learners (and teachers) who want their lessons to be different yet still be rewarded with academic success. It was an approach born out of my frustration with doing a job I love but being slowly killed by it in the process. And, as all good psychologists know, if necessity is the mother of invention then frustration is the absent father, and being knackered the grown-up sibling who just won’t leave home.

         This was the premise when I wrote the first edition of this book, but now it’s no longer just my experiences I can call upon. My inbox constantly tells me that the ideas of the Lazy Way are in use in classrooms across the country and indeed worldwide. From being a lone warrior, battling the twin forces of endless planning and high academic expectations, I am now fighting side by side with a veritable army of fellow teachers, each of us determined to safeguard the territory you might know as ‘marking’ but that we should rightfully call ‘Sunday afternoon’.

         I first realised that I needed to review my approach to teaching towards the end of my very first term in the job as I was waking up one day – a fact made all the more interesting as I was not actually in bed at the time but in an Indian restaurant. I had gone there with my housemates to celebrate my new job and had been overcome by the fatigue of being a teacher. My dining companions, who all had ‘proper’ jobs and chips on their shoulders about how long my holidays were, let me doze, much to the amusement of the staff and patrons of the Star of Bengal.

         It was at this point I realised that if I was going to survive, let alone thrive, in this career then something had to give. And it sure as hell wasn’t going to be Friday nights out with my friends. And whilst ‘Friday night means curry night’ is not the mantra of my new housemates (or ‘wife and two children’, as they insist on being called), I would certainly never be excused from family taxi duties just because I’d had a busy week educating other people’s taxi passengers.

         Although it’s been a while since I last came to with chicken patia in my ear, it still has to be said that teaching is, quite frankly, exhausting. No matter how far up the educational leadership ladder you go and how many summer holidays you’ve had, there really is no other word for it.

         According to research I’ve either read or made up, the average classroom teacher makes more than 1,500 educational decisions every school day. That’s more than four decisions every minute and even more if you are cross-referencing what you are seeing with the latest educational research and deciding if you should propose a new school policy based on it. So, it is hardly surprising that teachers end the day on their knees. Add to that the fact that so much of our ‘spare time’ is given over to doing the bits of the job we don’t have time to do during the school day because we’re too busy teaching, and you can wave goodbye to any thoughts of pastimes, hobbies or a social life, let alone having the time to be even a half-decent partner or parent.

         This is why I wasn’t very long into my teaching career before I knew that I had to do something differently. I had to come up with a plan B so I could succeed in this great job without letting the great job take over my life. I needed to find a way to work less but still do the right thing by my students. This was when an important point struck me: there are more of them than me! What if I divvied up the workload proportionally? What if I turned things upside down? What if I had them doing more of the work? Why was I the one busting a gut all the time running from the photocopier to the stock cupboard, handing out books and taking in homework as I went? Why was I constantly on the go whilst they just sat there? It was their education after all.

         It was at that point, bitten by the twin radioactive spiders of resentment and fatigue, that my superhero alter ego ‘The Lazy Teacher’ was born. And what resentment and fatigue brought into being, educational research and ever higher academic expectations have ganged up on to make matters even more pressing. Knowing more about what ‘works’ (or ‘worked’ to give it its true title) coupled with the genuine desire to see ever more students achieve ever higher grades simply means the profession is being challenged to do more than ever before. All of which means that the need for us all to be lazy superheroes has never been greater.

         But first, a word of explanation before you start writing letters to the Daily Mail or summoning the pedagogy police on Twitter. Can I clarify that I am not describing myself as lazy in a ‘couldn’t care less, take it or leave it, give me my pay cheque and I’m out of here’ sort of way. Far from it. I can honestly say that I have never stolen a living from the schools I have worked in and nor do the teachers I witness who have adopted this approach. After all, it takes a lot of effort to be lazy.

         Although the strategies in this book mean that you could, if you wanted to, spend a great deal of time sitting in front of your class with your feet up, marvelling how coffee actually comes hot, this is not what the Lazy Way is all about. I’m the Lazy Teacher not the idle one.

         Like so many of us, I am a dedicated and passionate teacher who sees the teacher’s job as doing all that is necessary to bring out the best in their students. But that’s just it. If the teacher does ‘all’ that is necessary, what’s left for the students to do? Maybe the more we play the professional, fully committed teacher card, the more of a disservice we do our students, never actually giving them the opportunity or desire to take control of the learning – their learning – themselves.

         Instead of such a disservice, the Lazy Way genuinely seeks to raise standards, help students find a love of learning that will last them a lifetime and prevent half our current workforce leaving the profession because of stress. And whilst the book is merely a drop in the ocean when it comes to all that is going on in education today, it does seem to help. I have had countless conversations and emails about how the book was the starting point when it came to realigning an individual teacher’s approach to teaching and learning. Professionals have told me how it has been invaluable when they returned to work after time off with stress or serious illness.

         The more you think about it, the more you will agree that being a Lazy Teacher helps avoid many of the problems dominating the profession. When you become a Lazy Teacher, you will employ a series of strategies and techniques that put the responsibility for learning directly and consistently onto the students. In doing so they learn to engage with their own learning, and not just with what they have learnt but with how they learnt it, giving them the skills and confidence to carry on learning tomorrow. And the next day. And the one after. In other words, it is not just the outcomes that are important but the process of learning itself.

         The Lazy Teacher’s Handbook is my way of getting over to you that the Lazy Way is a gilt-edged opportunity for raising achievement in your classroom and having a life at the same time. So whilst I am happy to share with you as many techniques and strategies as I can squeeze into these pages, it is important for you to remember that they are just a starting point and you, like the countless professionals who read the first edition already have, can add your own ideas to the list of strategies all the time.

         The most important thing is for you to take on board the Lazy Way for yourself and tweak it to match the needs of your learners – just like a chef might make variations to trusted recipes, depending on feedback. In doing so, the Lazy Way will start to permeate your own working practices and professional life. And when it does, you will be amazed how quickly you start to look at all aspects of your teaching with a fresh eye – a ‘lazy eye’ if you like (OK, maybe not). All the same, your new outlook will mean you are always on the lookout for ways that you can get students to do more of the work and benefit more in the process.

         Each chapter in this book is devoted to a different topic covering the full gamut of teacher responsibility, from lazy ways to get the marking done to lazy language that actually helps build self-esteem. I even show you how to get your teaching assistants (if you have any left) involved in the whole lazy process. It’s not about giving you a step-by-step guide as, although I am lazy, I try never to be patronising. Given the simplicity of the ideas (being lazy is honestly not rocket science), I have every confidence that you will be able to take my ideas as a starting point and run with them. Or rather, take these ideas, hand them over to your students and sit back whilst they do the running. (See how it works?!)

         What I can say now is that all of the ideas that follow have a proven track record both in my own classroom and in countless others globally – proven to get results in the academic sense but in other ways too. These fully road-tested ideas are in this book simply because the students have said they made a real difference to their learning, for example helping them get through the content quicker or making it more memorable – more ‘sticky’ – or even, heaven forfend, making the lessons more enjoyable (is that the pedagogy police revving their keyboards?).

         One bit of advice before you start: changing the way you do things in your classroom is a whole lot easier if you remember to engage the students. It seems obvious but it is often forgotten. As Independent Thinking’s Ian Gilbert says, ‘Do things with them, not to them.’ Be open and honest about what you are doing and communicate what their new role is going to be in the classroom. Otherwise it’s like starting a new game without telling everyone the rules. It might be fun to start with, but they will soon give up and call it, and you, a failure. So make sure that, at the end of a couple of lessons, you ask for feedback about what parts of the lesson made the students think most, learn most and how they would like their lessons to be in the future. You might be surprised how articulate the students can be about their own learning.

         Like an exhausted teacher after a Friday night out, the book does not follow a strict linear path. Once you have grasped the main pedagogical concepts, pick it up and cherry-pick an idea or systematically work through any chapter then skip to another one. It is as much designed for short bursts of inspiration to fire you up and get your mojo working again as it is to be your reading of choice as you soak up the rays on a sun lounger (you know who you are!).

         Your challenge, then, is to become a Lazy Teacher in your own right. To not only embrace many new strategies and ideas but also to change your whole ethos about what being a committed, post-Govian/Morganian/Greeningian (just future-proofing on the last one … for now!) professional is all about. After all, you can’t lead from the front if you’re flat on your back. You can’t keep them on their toes if you’re on your knees. You can’t stay on top of your class if you’re under the desk. You can’t … [Enough. Ed.]
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         The irony of asking a busy teacher to sit down and read a book is not lost on me. Nor is the emergence of so-called ‘book clubs’ – a monthly meeting of friends and neighbours, getting together, drinking wine and outdoing each other with organic snacks whilst all trying to sound vaguely articulate about the book. (Apart from the person who is only there for the wine and snorts a faux apologetic, ‘Anyone read a single page? I haven’t. More bubbles?’ with laughter during the opening ritual to every meeting.)

         Hence, just as my knowledge of certain ‘classic’ exam texts was formed when I was at school, let me provide you with some ‘pass notes’ to this, ahem, classic book and the whole Lazy Way approach. This way, you can not only get going quickly with the approach in your classroom, but also hold your head high at the next meeting of your newly created staff educational book club. More lukewarm tea and broken biscuits anyone?

         The Lazy Way pass notes – the three big principles

         Principle 1: the zone of maximum learning opportunity

         What teacher techniques are you brilliant at?

         What teacher techniques are your students brilliant at responding to?

         Where the answers to those two questions overlap, that’s where you start your teaching. Lots of progress, momentum, quick wins and most importantly Lazy Teaching and learning.
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         Just think about it, if you are brilliant at teacher talk but your class are not brilliant at teacher listening, then one half of the equation has to change. To plough on regardless is madness. Or ‘traditional teaching’ as the progressives like to call it.

         Conversely, if you have 101 strategies for independent learning and effective group work but your students just see that as a sign of your inherent weakness and an opportunity to practise the student art of ‘busy doing nothing’ then again, one half of the equation has to change. To plough on is also madness. Or ‘progressive teaching’ as the traditionalists like to call it.

         This is why you should always treat schemes of learning with an appropriate air of caution. They have their uses but, at their worst, they might expect you to teach in a way that you are not very good at and ask the students to learn in a way that just isn’t right for them at that point. And I say ‘at that point’ because it is worth remembering that the zone of maximum learning opportunity is not fixed. Far from it. It grows constantly. So, always keep your eyes open for how much it has grown, or worse, shrunk with every class you teach.

         Principle 2: everything with a purpose (EWAP)

         Let’s begin with something I like to call the x+ factor. It’s quite a simple equation really. If x is what the students bring to the lesson – their prior knowledge, understanding, ideas, thoughts, enthusiasm for the task ahead and the like – then x+ is what they should have once you have finished your initial teacher input, whatever form that takes. Otherwise your input has been pointless. And you very much need it to be pointful.

         More often than not, getting that added value and turning x into x+ is simply about increasing participation and engagement as a result of your input. From passive to active. From asleep to alert. Successful classrooms do not come alive when you say, ‘Off you go then’ (which is often followed by the soul destroying, ‘So what have we got to do, Sir?’). Successful classrooms are alive the moment students walk into them. If not before.

         The two strategies below are worth adopting so that everything you do in the classroom is done with a purpose and you EWAP your teaching.

         EWAP strategy number 1 – so and that


         The brilliantly effortless work of Zoë Elder (long-time colleague and author of Full on Learning) comes to the fore here – it is the simple use of the two magic EWAP words, so and that.

         
            ‘I am going to be talking to you for a few minutes this morning so that I can explain the three golden rules of decorating a room. I am doing this so that it will be much easier for you to write your manual on effective painting and decorating …’

         

         Instantly everything is EWAPed.

         There is clear structure and purpose to the teacher talk with the teacher demonstrating real clarity and planning in what they will be talking about: i.e. it is not simply a talk about a number of top tips for decorating.

         And there is a real reason why the class would want to listen. You can elaborate on the reasons for the students (e.g. so that you have a chance of winning a top prize, achieving your personal best, getting out to play on time, avoiding catch-up homework …) – you decide!

         Remember too that the need to EWAP is not restricted to the first part of the lesson, when we might have traditionally addressed the student question of, ‘What’s in it for me (WIIFM)?’ The need to EWAP runs all the way through the lesson. ‘You will be practising class discussion so that …’ ‘You will be giving four-minute presentations in teams of three so that …’ You get the idea.
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