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INTRODUCTION





Not another education book!


I know, I know.


We are in a golden age of education books, with every single aspect of teaching and learning having several weighty tomes dedicated to it. Some of these are probably lying on your bedside table right now, making you feel guilty every time you climb into bed and leave them unopened.


A teacher’s time is short and precious. Time invested in reading a book is time that could be spent reading other books, planning lessons, or (heaven forbid) having a life outside of teaching.


I really do appreciate that you’ve picked this book up and flicked to the introduction. If I can steal your attention for a few more minutes, I’ll tell you quickly what this book is about, and then you can decide if it is worth your time.




The book in a nutshell


Teaching is complex. But there are simple ideas we can enact to help our teaching be more effective. This book contains over 400 such ideas.







The tips


Each idea – or tip – comes from one of two sources:




	The fantastic guests on my Tips for Teachers podcast – education heavyweights like Dylan Wiliam, Tom Sherrington and Daisy Christodoulou, but also talented teachers who are not household names.



	What I’ve learned working with amazing teachers and students around the world.






The tips are born out of years of experience, experimentation, success and (certainly in my case) failure in the classroom.


If you keep reading, you will find 22 ideas to enhance mini-whiteboard use, 15 ideas to improve the start of your lesson, 14 ideas to help make Silent Teacher effective, seven ways to respond if a student says they don’t know, and lots, lots more. Each tip can be tried out the very next time you step into a classroom.







The format


I have arranged the tips into themed chapters, and there is a logic to the order of the tips within each chapter. The tip you are reading might reference a tip from earlier in the book, but by and large, each tip is standalone. This means you can pick up the book and dip straight into a tip that interests you. I will offer two suggestions about how you might choose which tips to focus on in Tip 1.







The resources


At the end of each tip, you will find a QR code to scan with your phone or a URL to type into a web browser. This will take you to a page of resources relevant to that tip. These resources include:




	Links to relevant research papers.



	Links to any websites or tools mentioned.



	Links to the videos of my guests describing the tip.






I hope you find these a nice complement to the book, allowing you to dive deeper into any tip and share resources with colleagues.







The audience


My previous two books – How I Wish I’d Taught Maths and Reflect, Expect, Check, Explain (both still available in all good, and evil, bookstores) – were written for fellow secondary school maths teachers. That they found an audience outside of my bubble – with primary teachers and teachers of different subjects finding the ideas useful – was a pleasant surprise.


I hope this book does the same, but I want to be honest and clear from the outset. The guests on my Tips for Teachers podcast have taught a wide variety of subjects and phases, but I can only interpret and experiment with their ideas through the lens of a secondary school maths teacher. So, while this book will not ask you to solve a pair of simultaneous equations or factorise a quadratic expression, you will be transported into a lot of maths lessons. Lucky you!








Your challenge


I made a key decision when writing this book that the most useful thing I could do for the reader would be to describe as clearly as possible how I apply these tips in my classroom, instead of trying to guess how you might apply them in yours.


So, when I describe a tip and how I use it, I will never say things like:




	You could also do this when teaching volcanoes, adverbs or the Second World War.



	This will work with students of any age.



	You should use this in all your maths classes.






Because I simply do not know. No one knows your students, subject, school, culture, challenges, constraints and opportunities like you.


So, your challenge is a big one. For any tip that is of interest, you need to ask yourself: ‘What would I need to change to make this tip work for me, my situation and my students?’


Experimentation and frustration may follow, but I believe the effort will be worth it.


Right, the clock is ticking. Your time is precious. If you are still with me, let’s get cracking.
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CHAPTER 1


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK





Thank you for making it to Chapter 1. This is a big book, and I want to help you get as much value from it as possible. So, let me share two tips that might be of use from the outset.
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Tip 1 – How to use this book to improve your teaching




What’s the problem?


I know of no other profession where ideas are shared between colleagues as frequently as teaching. There are books, blogs and podcasts aplenty. If you go onto Twitter and somehow manage to wade through the spats about banning mobile phones, lending out pens and dishing out detentions, you will find a seemingly infinite pool of tips and suggestions.


As a teacher wishing to improve, where should you start?


A mistake I have made is to chase after every bright, shiny new idea I come across. Such a person has tweeted that they do this (and they have 9000 followers), so I better try it. This book says research supports this approach, so I best build that into my practice. This is the danger of the fear of missing out – or FOMO as the cool kids call it.


Before you know it, you are overwhelmed. You go into Monday’s lesson with 23 new ideas up your sleeve. Your Do Now has changed, you do your worked examples in silence, you expect your students to chant an answer, you are dishing out SSDD problems, Low-Stakes Quizzes and Exit Tickets1 like confetti. Your lesson is chaos. You don’t have a clue what is going on, and neither do your students. In the unlikely event that something goes well, you struggle to identify what or why because so many variables have changed. At the end of the lesson, you are knackered and your students are just pleased to escape unharmed.
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WHAT DO YOU THINK?




	Have you experienced a fear of missing out?



	How do you decide which ideas to prioritise?














What’s the tip?


Fortunately, learning design expert Sarah Cottingham has a useful approach. Sarah suggests that when looking for ways to improve our teaching we should focus our attention on two things.


1. Tips that enhance something you already do


Let’s imagine that you are a regular user of mini-whiteboards. You use them in most lessons, but you want to ensure you are using them as effectively as possible. On the contents page, under the heading of Chapter 3: The means of participation, you will find Tip 12 where I describe 22 ideas to improve mini-whiteboard use. This is a good place to start.


Here, you are looking for an improvement to an existing practice.


2. Techniques focused on areas of your teaching that you have identified as needing support


Let’s say you recently had a lesson observation, and one piece of feedback was that you need to improve your explanations and modelling.


In this instance, you have identified a specific area of your teaching that you would like to develop. Here it makes sense to look for techniques that can support this development. Chapter 8: Explanations, modelling and worked examples should prove useful. You may want to read Tip 54 about showing students what they are learning today matters, Tip 55 about using related examples and non-examples to explain technical language, or Tip 63 about using Silent Teacher.


This will necessitate new techniques and will likely lead to a significant change in your practice.


For simplicity, I call all the ideas in this book ‘tips’. But a tip to someone who already does something is a technique for someone who does not.


My advice is to begin by hunting for ideas that belong in the first group (something you currently do that can be improved upon). Ignore the temptation to change too much at once. Tackle one tip at a time, try it with a class you don’t have any major concerns with, reflect on how it went, try it again, and then embed it where appropriate in other classes. Only then try another tip.


With a few tips under your belt, you should feel your teaching improving. Then is the time to take a dip into the second category, and find a technique to support a more significant area of your teaching that needs development.


And just ignore everything else for now!
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THE TIP IN A SENTENCE


Be strategic in the tips you look at and build into your practice.













Tip 2 – How to give yourself the best chance of making a lasting change




What’s the problem?


In Tip 1 we discussed some simple criteria to help us choose where to start with the many tips in this book. But choosing a tip only gets us so far along the way to making a change. Next, we’ve got to actually try the tip out.


I don’t know about you, but I have lost count of the number of times I have attended a CPD session, read a book or blog post, or seen a tip on Twitter, and my head is immediately buzzing with excitement to put this idea into practice. But then life gets in the way. There are emails to respond to, reports to write, meetings to attend, assessments to mark, and break duties to patrol. Before long, those good intentions have all but faded away.
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WHAT DO YOU THINK?




	Have you had good intentions that you’ve not been able to follow through on?



	How have you tried to combat this?














What’s the tip?


One of my favourite non-fiction books of the last decade is Atomic Habits by James Clear. Early on in the book, Clear describes a study where researchers worked with over 200 people to try to build better exercise habits. The participants were divided into three groups.




	The first group was the control. They were simply asked to track how often they exercised.



	The second group was the ‘motivation’ group. They were asked not only to track their workouts but also to read some material on the benefits of exercise.



	The third group received the same materials as the second group. However, they were also asked to formulate a plan for when and where they would exercise over the following week. Specifically, each member of the third group completed the following sentence: ‘During the next week, I will partake in at least 20 minutes of vigorous exercise on [DAY] at [TIME] in [PLACE].’






What proportion of each group do you reckon exercised at least once per week?


Groups 1 and 2 had roughly the same proportion, around 35%.


Notice how the motivational material given to the second group had no meaningful impact on actual behaviour. This is like me in CPD sessions, or when I read books and blogs. I am sold on the dream that it is a good idea, I am motivated to try it out, but it just doesn’t happen.


And the third group? 91% exercised at least once per week.


The sentence the third group filled out – the one that made all the difference – is what researchers refer to as an ‘implementation intention’. It is a plan you make beforehand about when and where to act.


James Clear concludes that:


‘Hundreds of studies have shown that implementation intentions are effective for sticking to our goals, whether it’s writing down the exact time and date of when you will get a flu shot or recording the time of your colonoscopy appointment.’


So we are going to do the same. Not so much with the colonoscopy, but with the tips in this book.


After each tip, I am going to ask you four questions. I recommend treating yourself to a nice notebook and answering these questions as you go. You can also come back and add additional notes as your use of each tip develops, giving you a live CPD journal to accompany this book.


1. How does this tip fit into your current practice? I do exactly that, I do something like that, I do nothing like that.


This will give you a sense of how big a change will be required – a tweak, or a transformation?


2. What will you need to change to make this tip work for you?


Everyone’s context is different. It is not just the subject or the phase you teach, but also the culture of your school, your timetable, the room you teach in, the materials and resources available, the characteristics of your students, and the dynamics of the class. You know these variables and the impact they have on your teaching better than anyone. So the challenge will always be laid at your feet to take the key principle behind each tip and tweak it accordingly to meet your needs. This will be hard, and you will likely not get it right the first time.


3. When are you going to try this idea for the first time? Please give the exact date and time.


Here is the implementation intention. The more specific you are, the more likely you are to do it. ‘Sometime next week’ never happens. ‘Period 3 on Tuesday’ does. And as soon as you start, then you are on the road to lasting change and improvement.


4. What worked well, and what will you do differently next time?


Please return to this question after you have tried the tip out. It is your opportunity to reflect.




	What worked?



	What didn’t?



	What were the reasons for this?



	And how will it impact what you do next time?






The answers to these questions can be difficult to reach, either in the moment of a lesson with so much else going on, or afterwards when sifting through the noise of our recollections. So have some paper with you in the lesson to make notes about what is happening. If possible, video yourself or have someone watch you who knows exactly what idea you are focusing on. They can jot down notes and feedback to you later, ignoring everything else that happens in the lesson. Perhaps you can return the favour by doing the same for a tip they want to try out.


I know this may seem like more effort than you put into reading other books – I don’t see Richard Osman doing this – but I am convinced it will be a key part of enacting a lasting change in your teaching practice.
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THE TIP IN A SENTENCE


To give yourself the best chance of putting a plan into action, commit to a specific day and time you will try it out.










1.   If you are unfamiliar with any of these terms, fear not! They are all discussed in this book.
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CHAPTER 2


HABITS AND ROUTINES





Habits and routines are the foundation of an efficient, productive classroom. In this chapter, we consider why they are so important, how to introduce routines, and how to help them stick. We also focus on the importance of developing a set of high-value activity structures and considering which norms we wish to exist in our classrooms and how to cultivate them. Finally, we look at some words we might want to remove from our classroom vocabulary.




Chapter overview
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Why are habits and routines important?


The more I watch successful teachers, the more I appreciate the importance of habits and the classroom routines built upon these habits.


Over the last year I have visited classrooms where routines have been established for:




	Entering the classroom



	Handing out books



	Setting out work



	What students do if they are stuck



	What students do if they have finished



	Asking questions



	Answering questions



	Independent work



	Paired work



	Group work



	During worked examples



	Using mini-whiteboards



	Answering diagnostic questions



	Activity structures that repeat across topics.






How many of these do you have routines for?


Such routines are important for three reasons.


1. Routines save time


This is the obvious one. If students enter the classroom, hand out books and set out their work in the same way each and every lesson, they get quicker at doing it, so more time can be spent learning.


2. Routines allow students to think about the stuff that matters


Routines do not just save time, they also save attention. Once a routine has become established, you don’t have to think hard about doing it.




	If you do not have to think hard about how to set out the Do Now, you can focus all your attention on how to answer the Do Now.



	If you do not have to think hard about the process of answering a diagnostic question, you can dedicate more attention to thinking hard about what the answer to that diagnostic question is, and how you will explain it to others.



	If you do not have to think hard about what you should be doing while the teacher models a worked example, you can think hard about what the teacher is doing and try to make sense of it.






Routines enable students to spend less time thinking about the process of their learning, and more time thinking about the content of their learning. In the language of Cognitive Load Theory,1 routines help reduce ‘extraneous load’. In other words, routines free up students’ limited attention to think deeply about the things that matter, and allow teachers to better direct that attention.


3. Routines allow teachers to be more present and responsive


Many of the routines listed above also help the teacher to be more present and responsive in the classroom:




	If the teacher does not have to think about how to explain the structure of the Do Now to their students and take the time to deliver the explanation, they can spend more time and attention circulating the room to check for understanding.



	If the teacher uses diagnostic questions regularly, they get better at focusing their attention on student responses and how best to react.



	If the teacher delivers worked examples in the same way each lesson, they can focus more on the clarity of their modelling.






Isn’t variety the spice of life?


Intuition would suggest that variety is important. Indeed, if students (and teachers) did the same things in lessons day in and day out, then school life would be very dull indeed, engagement levels would plummet, and learning would suffer. But of course, students do not do the same thing in each lesson – the content changes. Today we are learning about equivalent fractions, tomorrow we will do more complex things with those equivalent fractions, and next week we will be using our knowledge of fractions to solve probability problems. If routines change at the same time as the subject content, then we risk overwhelming our students.


Routines support students in coping with ever-changing content demands by allowing them to dedicate more attention to that content.







Tip 3 – Eight ideas to help introduce a routine
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What’s the problem?


Anna is keen to introduce a routine for students to answer diagnostic questions in her lessons. Here is what Anna says to her students:


‘Okay, I am going to teach you how I want you to answer diagnostic questions. First, you need to be quiet when the question is on the board. Second, you need to think hard both about the answer and your reason why. Third, don’t copy anyone else. Fourth, don’t shout out the answer – wait until I tell you to vote. Finally, if I ask someone to explain their reasoning, I want everyone else silent and listening carefully. Got it? Okay, here we go…’


And here is the diagnostic question Anna picks:
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The first experience of the routine does not go as well as Anna expected. Most students get parts of the routine wrong, and others are wondering why they have to do this in the first place.
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WHAT DO YOU THINK?




	Can you spot some things Anna could have done better?



	What steps do you take to establish routines in your classroom?















What’s the tip?


A shaky start means we are fighting a losing battle to establish that routine in our classrooms. Here are eight things we can do to help students’ first experience with a routine be positive.


1. Lower the content demands initially


We know students’ attention is limited. The whole point of routines is that they reduce the attention students need to give to the structure of an activity so they can dedicate more attention to the content of that activity. But when we are seeking to introduce a routine, the attention needed to give to the structure is high because that routine is new. Therefore, it is a good idea to reduce the content demands initially so as not to overwhelm students.


Anna has started with too tricky a question. Students’ attention is split between trying to work out the answer and trying to follow this brand-new routine. It is no surprise some students do not follow her instructions as she had hoped.


Anna should have started with something like this:
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This question has a much lower content demand, and therefore students can attend more to thinking about and practising the routine. They are also likely to feel more successful when they get the question correct, so associate that feeling of success with the new routine, and therefore feel more positive about it.


When introducing a new routine, keep the content demands low.


2. Break the routine down


Most routines appear complex the first time you encounter them. Just as we would do with a complex idea we were teaching our students, breaking down complex routines into smaller steps gives our students the best chance of following them.


Consider Anna’s routine for answering diagnostic questions. There are three clear steps students need to follow:




	Think about the answer and your reason for it.



	Show your choice of answer to the teacher.



	Share or listen to a classmate’s explanation.






Anna needs to get the first step to the standard she expects before introducing Step 2.


3. Model each step


Descriptions are harder to follow than examples because they are abstract. If Anna wants her students to follow each of these steps, they need to see how they are expected to act.


For Step 1, Anna can demonstrate how she thinks about an answer in silence, writes down working out, and then stays focused and looking ahead when she is ready.


For Step 2, Anna can model holding an ABCD card nice and high to indicate her choice at the exact moment she is asked, looking ahead, and not talking.


For Step 3, Anna can show how she explains her answer. She could then ask a student to offer an explanation and model how she listens carefully.


4. Practise each step


Now students know what is expected, Anna can reveal a question and challenge students to complete that first step. Anna is clear about what she is looking for. If she sees this in all her students, then great, she can move on to Step 2.


If not, she stops. Perhaps there are some students doing exactly as she asked, and Anna can use their actions to showcase excellence – ‘Everybody look at Dan, Henna and Tom. They are doing exactly what I want to see.’ Then repeat Step 1 until everyone has got it, before moving on to Steps 2 and 3.


5. Write the steps of the routine down


Verbal instructions are transient. If students are not listening at the exact moment the instructions are given, it is too late. Writing or typing each step of the routine on the board after Anna has said it gives students an opportunity to follow the instructions as they are explained, and gives them something permanent to refer to during the modelling and practising.


6. Justify the steps of the routine


Notice how there is no justification for each stage in the routine. It is very much, ‘do this, then do that’. If we want to get student buy-in to a routine, then it is a good idea to justify the routine itself, and the steps that encompass it.


Anna could instead have said this:


‘Okay, I am going to show you the routine we are going to use when we answer diagnostic questions. We are going to be answering a lot of diagnostic questions in this class, so the quicker we can nail these steps, the more you can think about the maths, and the more you will learn.


‘There are three steps to this.


‘Step 1: When I ask you a diagnostic question, I want you to please:




	Think in silence, so you can fully concentrate.



	Do working out if you like, to help organise your thoughts.



	Think how you would explain the answer, make notes if you need, and rehearse the explanation in your heads, so you are ready to share with the class.



	Not look at anyone else’s work, as I want to know what you think so I can help you if needed. Remember, everyone needs help sometimes.






‘Step 2: I will then ask you to show me your answer.




	Only show your me your answer when I ask, so everyone has a chance to think for themselves.






‘Step 3: I will then call upon people to explain their answer.




	If called upon, share your explanation clearly. Mathematics is all about communication.



	Listen carefully when someone is sharing their explanation, so you can see if their reasons are the same or different to yours.’






7. Check for understanding


Whatever we are teaching our students – whether it be subject content or a routine – we need to check they understand. With a routine, we can observe this through their actions, but we can also check by asking questions.




	‘When do we show our answers… Ben?’



	‘Tell the person next to you why we rehearse our explanations… Anna, what is the reason?’



	‘Everyone, on your mini-whiteboards, write down the three steps of our routine.’






8. Provide cues


When it is time to put the whole routine together, Anna could provide cues for each stage. The cues could be visual – maybe an image of a finger over lips to indicate silence, or a brain with steam coming out to indicate that students should be thinking about the reason for their choice of answer. Or the cues could be verbal – the word ‘rehearse’ to indicate that students need to rehearse the reason for their choice of answer, or ‘listen’ to emphasise the importance of actively listening to the explanation of a peer.
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THE TIP IN A SENTENCE


Think carefully about how to introduce a routine to your students.










The resources




[image: A QR code.]

tipsforteachers.co.uk/tip3
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OVER TO YOU




	
How does this tip fit into your current practice?


   I do exactly that     I do something like that     I do nothing like that




	What will you need to change to make this tip work for you?



	When are you going to try this idea for the first time? Please give the exact date and time.



	What worked well, and what will you do differently next time?

















Tip 4 – Beware of the Valley of Latent Potential
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What’s the problem?


Let’s catch up with Anna, and also meet her colleague, Bill.


As we know from Tip 3, Anna wants to introduce a routine for asking multiple-choice diagnostic questions in her lessons. Following her initial shaky experience, Anna has started again and has followed the eight tips to the letter. Things went well, but it was 20 minutes before her students were able to perform the routine from start to finish and Anna was able to raise the content demands of the questions to the level she needed.


Down the corridor from Anna’s room, Bill is also introducing diagnostic questions to his class for the first time. Bill is not one for messing around. He dives straight in, projecting the first diagnostic question on the board. Of course, Bill’s students do not know exactly how to respond. A few call out the answer, so Bill asks them to think on their own. When Bill asks a student why they think the answer is A, they do not have an explanation to hand. But together they muddle through the first question, and the next. Each time the process is a little bit smoother. After 15 minutes, Bill has asked his class four diagnostic questions. His students are not great at responding to them, but they are okay. But most importantly – according to Bill – he can now crack on with the rest of the lesson.


When Anna and Bill chat during break duty, Anna feels bad that her class did not make as much progress as Bill’s. Is she really doing the right thing by spending so much time on the routine?
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WHAT DO YOU THINK?




	Have you experienced routines taking a long time to establish?



	What do you do to combat this?














What’s the tip?


A problem with routines is that they can take a long time to establish. And the transition phase between introducing a routine and it becoming established can be painful for all involved.


This is where knowing about the ‘Valley of Latent Potential’ is useful. The concept comes from James Clear’s Atomic Habits. I’ve included an adaptation of it below.




[image: A graph in which time to automate is on x-axis, value of habit is on y-axis and the area known as valley of latent potential is obtained by crossing two arrows named as actual and expected.]




Adapted from: Clear (2018) Atomic Habits


We can think of Bill’s class as the straight line. Each time his students answer a diagnostic question, they get a bit better at the routine.


Anna’s class is the curved line. The first few times they answer a diagnostic question it may feel like they are going backwards. They are not thinking hard about the content because they are having to think so hard about the steps involved in the routine. Little learning about maths is taking place.


But after a couple of lessons, things start to click. The more students practise, the more Anna models and showcases excellence, the more students get it. And the more they get it, the less attention they need to give to the routine. It is becoming automated. Her students are quicker at answering diagnostic questions and can think harder about the answer to each one. So Anna’s students learn more.


And because Anna has identified diagnostic questions as a ‘high-value activity structure’ (Tip 6) because it will be repeated lesson after lesson, Anna and her students continue to reap the rewards from this initial investment.


So, according to James Clear, Anna certainly was right to do what she did: ‘To achieve the end goal, optimise for the start… Put everything into perfecting the seemingly small stuff in the beginning.’


We need to know this, and so do our students. Making them aware of the Valley of Latent Potential, showing them the diagram, and cajoling them by saying things like ‘come on, I know this is super slow going, I know you are wondering why I am getting so obsessed with every tiny detail, but please stick with it, we are at the bottom of this curve right now, but soon we are going to fly’, might just buy you enough time and student effort for this routine to stick.
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THE TIP IN A SENTENCE


Beware of the Valley of Latent Potential to help you get through the teething problems of establishing a new routine.










The resources




[image: A QR code.]

tipsforteachers.co.uk/tip4
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OVER TO YOU




	
How does this tip fit into your current practice?


   I do exactly that     I do something like that     I do nothing like that




	What will you need to change to make this tip work for you?



	When are you going to try this idea for the first time? Please give the exact date and time.



	What worked well, and what will you do differently next time?

















Tip 5 – Two ideas to help a routine stick
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What’s the problem?


Anna is on fire now. She has successfully introduced the routine for answering diagnostic questions in her class. It is now September.


By December, things are starting to slip. Asking diagnostic questions is taking longer. Students are forgetting key things, like only raising their ABCD cards when asked or to rehearse their explanations.
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WHAT DO YOU THINK?




	Have you experienced routines that go off the boil?



	What do you do about it?














What’s the tip?


For anything we want our students to remember, we need to provide retrieval opportunities. That is obvious for subject content, and explains the well-crafted Do Nows, mixed-topic homework and Low-Stakes Quizzes I am privileged to see when I visit classrooms across the country. But what I rarely see are retrieval opportunities for routines. And yet we hope and expect our students to remember them in the same way we expect them to remember how to add two fractions.


So, here are two things we can do – one obvious, one not so.


1. Don’t let standards slip


When repeating the routine throughout the year, keep standards as high as you did when introducing the routine. What you permit is what you promote, as the saying goes.


2. Provide opportunities to retrieve the routine… and the justifications


In a Do Now, include a question like ‘what are the three things we do when someone else is speaking?’


In a Low-Stakes Quiz, include a question like ‘why is it important we only show our vote for a diagnostic question when the teacher asks?’


Scheduling retrieval opportunities for routines, both the steps and the justifications, is a key tool in your armoury to give those routines the best chance of sticking.
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THE TIP IN A SENTENCE


If you want students to remember the steps and justifications for a routine, treat them like you would anything else you want students to remember and provide retrieval opportunities











The resources
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tipsforteachers.co.uk/tip5
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OVER TO YOU




	
How does this tip fit into your current practice?


   I do exactly that     I do something like that     I do nothing like that




	What will you need to change to make this tip work for you?



	When are you going to try this idea for the first time? Please give the exact date and time.



	What worked well, and what will you do differently next time?

















Tip 6 – Develop a set of high-value activity structures
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What’s the problem?


Let’s start with a challenge. Think of five topics or concepts from your subject that you would teach in a typical year. For me that might be:




	Sequences



	Pythagoras



	Ratio



	Circle theorems



	Averages.






Next, think of your favourite activity to use when teaching each of those.


Finally, think about how many of those activities share the same structure. In other words, the content changes but the task structure stays the same.


For me, that final answer was always ‘none of them’. I had a set of bespoke activities that were used as one-offs for different topics.


This is fine. We should never sacrifice quality. But the problem with having a wide variety of types of activities is that lots of class time is spent explaining the structure of the activity to students (what to do, what to write, how to work, etc.), and lots of students’ attention is spent thinking about that structure (what do I have to do, where do I write, can I talk?). Attention is limited, and we want as much of our students’ attention as possible to be thinking about content.
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WHAT DO YOU THINK?




	Have you experienced problems when using a wide variety of activities?



	What could you do to improve things?














What’s the tip?


Try to develop a set of high-value activity structures.


What is a high-value activity structure?


A high-value activity structure is one that you repeat many times across different topics and different classes over the course of a year.


We have already met one high-value activity structure that I use – diagnostic questions. I use them frequently to assess relevant prior knowledge (Tip 51), as hinge points in the lesson (Tip 28), and as replacements for traditional Exit Tickets (Tip 29). Investing time in getting the routine right for answering diagnostic questions is time well spent as I use them a lot.


An example of a high-value activity structure: Venn diagrams


But there are plenty of other high-value activity structures. Another one I use is the Venn diagram. Here are two examples from two different areas of maths:
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Treat yourself to trying to fill these two in if you like.


I use Venn diagrams across different topics and across different classes as a tool of what I call purposeful practice.2 My routine for completing a Venn diagram involves:




	Initially spending time doing simple sorting activities, because students need to understand the structure of the Venn diagram so they can focus as much attention as possible on the content. This is another example of keeping the initial content demands low.



	
Starting off Venn diagram activities in the same way:




	❒ Ask for an example from one student.



	❒ Challenge all students to independently decide in which region the example belongs.



	❒ Students show their answers on mini-whiteboards or a point and vote.



	❒ Check for understanding by asking a student why the example belongs there.







	Students then trying to find examples for the remaining regions, first independently and then through paired collaboration.



	
Using the same challenge questions each time for anyone who finishes early:




	❒ Think of another example for each region.



	❒ What is the most interesting example you can think of for each region?



	❒ Can you create your own Venn diagram on this topic?








	With lots of potential right and wrong answers flying around, I get each student to swap their completed Venn diagram with their partner. Their partner checks each example, ticks it if they agree it is in the correct region, puts a question mark if they are not sure, and then discusses any queries with the student whose work it is. I share any disagreements that cannot be resolved with the rest of the class, as you can be sure it will be an example worth discussing.






This is slow going at first, with lots of questions and mistakes. But as I will be using a Venn diagram activity like this at least six times across a year with each class, and because I run them the same each time, the investment in time and effort is worth it. Soon my students pay less attention to the structure and more to the content. And I get better at running them, being more present and responsive for my students. I share all my Venn diagram activities at mathsvenns.com if they are useful.


Other types of high-value activity structures I use


We will discuss the following high-value activity structures over the course of this book:




	Three frameworks for learner-generated examples (Tip 25).



	Exit Tickets to check for understanding (Tip 29).



	Reflect, Expect, Check, Explain for what I call ‘Intelligent Practice’ (Tip 72).



	The format of my Do Nows (Tip 88).






It’s worth revisiting the point I made in the introduction. Repeating these activity structures is not boring. The real excitement is the content, not the box you put it in.


Tips for making the most of high-value activity structures


Here are three ideas to help these high-value activity structures work as well as possible:


1. Start easy


Reduce the demands of the content initially, even though it may not be the challenge level your students need. It will be worth it to allow your students to become secure in the structure of the activity, so you can begin to ramp up the challenge.


2. Standardise the format


Students often respond to high-value activity structures in the same way:




	When doing a Venn diagram, my students’ responses are on their copy of the Venn diagram.



	When doing learner-generated examples, my students’ responses are on mini-whiteboards using a specific layout.



	My Exit Tickets always consist of three questions, the first of which is multiple choice.






Standardising the format makes it easier for me as a teacher to check students’ responses in or out of the classroom. I can take this to the next level by planning ideal student responses using the same format (Tip 45), which makes it easier and quicker for me to compare my answers to my students’ and therefore spot any errors or interesting answers.


3. Have a departmental set of high-value activities


If you hold a leadership position in a department, I think it is useful to consider the following questions:




	As a team, what style of tasks do we want to use more than others?



	How does this activity look in everyone’s classroom?



	Does someone deliver this well who we can learn from?



	When are we going to introduce these tasks to our students – all at once at the start of the year, sequenced over the first half-term, or drip-fed over the course of a year?






This allows for collaborative planning and purposeful reflections throughout the year.
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THE TIP IN A SENTENCE


Consider developing a set of high-value activity structures that you can repeat across topics and across different classes.










The resources
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tipsforteachers.co.uk/tip6
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OVER TO YOU




	
How does this tip fit into your current practice?


   I do exactly that     I do something like that     I do nothing like that




	What will you need to change to make this tip work for you?



	When are you going to try this idea for the first time? Please give the exact date and time.



	What worked well, and what will you do differently next time?

















Tip 7 – Six ideas to help establish positive norms in your classroom
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What’s the problem?


Here are a few things I have said to my students in particularly challenging classes I have taught over the years… and what happened as a result:




	
‘I really hope we become a class that works hard, does our homework on time, and does maths with a smile on our faces.’


Very few students worked hard and did their homework on time, and when watching my students work through a set of problems, you would be forgiven for thinking you had walked in on a funeral.




	
‘If you work hard, you will get great results.’


Students smiled politely, as their eyes clearly portrayed what they were thinking: ‘Yeah, right.’




	
‘Calum, Heena and Tom are clearly not ready to work yet. So we will just keep waiting.’


Other students started to notice this and realised they quite fancied having a chat too.




	
‘Stop what you are doing everyone. This is not how we behave in this class.’


Students behaved better in the next few minutes after this, but then their behaviour slipped back to where it was.




	
‘Okay, so last lesson I asked you all to enter the room like this. And this lesson you are still not doing it.’


Next lesson, students were still not entering the room correctly.




	
‘Hands up if you have brought your protractor today like I asked you to.’


Only a few hands went up. Next time I asked students to bring in specific equipment, even fewer remembered.











[image: An outline of a human brain.]




WHAT DO YOU THINK?




	How many of these can you relate to?



	How could we improve each of them?














What’s the tip?


Habits lead to routines, and routines lead to norms. Norms are incredibly powerful. They are connected to our inherent desire to belong. We tend to follow behaviours that are considered normal in our given environment to ensure we fit in with the group. Teachers have the potential to shape the norms in our classrooms to bring about the actions and behaviours we want to see in our students.


A full discussion of norm theory is not only beyond the scope of this book, but also beyond the scope of my intellect. Fortunately, others linked in the resources have distilled the key takeaways into a format I am able to understand.


Here is what I now do for each of the scenarios above, and why.


1. Act as if the norm is already in place




	Instead of: ‘I really hope we become a class that works hard, does our homework on time, and does maths with a smile on our faces.’



	Try this: ‘Students in my classes always work hard, do homework on time, and do maths with a smile on their faces.’






One of the most effective ways of establishing a norm can be to talk as if it’s already in place. The best time to do this is at the start of the year when meeting a new class. If that moment has passed, then there are plenty of other things we can do…


2. Use concrete examples of the benefits of established norms




	Instead of: ‘If you work hard, you will get great results.’



	Try this: ‘Last year I taught students with the same targets as you guys. They worked hard, and 21 of them achieved grade 7s.’






Another way to show that a norm is worth striving for is to tell stories of your previous classes that exhibited that norm and were successful. This needs to be true, of course, as students will check.


3. Draw attention to what you want to see, not what you don’t




	Instead of: ‘Calum, Heena and Tom are clearly not ready to work yet. So we will just keep waiting.’



	Try this: ‘Zach is not talking. Instead, he is looking at me and is ready to learn. So is Jenny. So is Ben. Oh wow, Heena, Fran and Mo are too. Amazing, now you all are.’






If you draw attention to behaviours you don’t want to see, you risk normalising them. Pointing out behaviours you do want to see can have the opposite effect. Knowing your students well is the key to making this approach work. For some students, it is the worst thing in the world to have the light shone on them for doing the right thing when the cooler kids in the class are doing the opposite. So, waiting until there are a few students behaving the way you hope might be a good idea. But once you start naming students who are doing what you have asked, others will quickly follow.


One more idea for not drawing attention to what you don’t want to see. When he came on the Tips for Teachers podcast, English teacher Mark Roberts described how he uses silent gestures to reduce unproductive behaviour without drawing unnecessary attention to it. If Ellie is messing around, instead of saying this out loud so all the class can hear, a glare or using your index and middle finger and pointing them towards your eyes for the universal symbol of ‘I am watching you’ should be enough. I asked Mark to showcase his favourite silent gestures, which can be seen in the video on the resource page.


4. Reinforce norms and routines when they are going well




	Instead of: ‘Stop what you are doing everyone. This is not how we behave in this class.’



	Try this: ‘Just before we move on to the next task, I want to say that you are all behaving exactly as we talked about. Thank you.’






Tom Bennett explains that one of the most underused strategies is to reinforce norms when they are happening, especially when they’re going well. This works for individual students (‘Amelia has set her work out perfectly’), but also for the class as a whole as in my example above. Calm, quiet, and settled is the ideal emotional state for receiving guidance on how to do things.


5. Reinforce norms when they are heading in the right direction




	Instead of: ‘Okay, so last lesson I asked you all to enter the room like this. And this lesson you are still not doing it.’



	Try this: ‘Last lesson I asked you to enter the room like this. This lesson, more of you are doing it correctly. Next lesson, I am sure you will all be doing it.’






Building on point 4, it is worth drawing students’ attention to when behaviour is heading in the direction you want it to, even if it is not fully there yet. This promotes the belief that this is an inevitable trend that will culminate in the establishment of the desired norm.


6. Beware of creating negative norms




	Instead of: ‘Hands up if you have brought your protractor today like I asked you to.’



	Try this: ‘Well done to those of you who remembered your protractor.’






Norms are all about belonging to a group, and thus copying the behaviours that the group exhibits. If the majority of the group is engaging in unproductive behaviour, and we inadvertently draw attention to that fact, then we might find we add fuel to the flames of the unproductive norm. If more than half of the class fails to bring in the correct equipment when asked, then the norm can quickly become: ‘In this class, we don’t need to do what the teacher says.’


And 50% of the students in a class is not necessarily the tipping point. If just a few students in the class are not exhibiting the behaviours we want, and they happen to be influential students, then drawing attention to this might be enough to convince a few more students to join in, and before you know it, everyone is at it. The key here is to avoid making statements that highlight negative norms, and only ask for public demonstrations of the behaviour you have asked for if you are sure the responses will go the way you hope.
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THE TIP IN A SENTENCE


Think carefully about what norms you wish to develop in your class, and ensure the things you say and the actions you undertake support the development of these norms.











The resources
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OVER TO YOU




	
How does this tip fit into your current practice?


   I do exactly that     I do something like that     I do nothing like that




	What will you need to change to make this tip work for you?



	When are you going to try this idea for the first time? Please give the exact date and time.



	What worked well, and what will you do differently next time?

















Tip 8 – Four types of words to consider removing from your teaching vocabulary
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What’s the problem?


To end this chapter I want to discuss a different type of habit – the things teachers routinely say. Here are four things I have definitely said multiple times and in multiple classes over the years:




	‘Jenny is a very able mathematician.’



	‘Okay everyone, this next question is easy.’



	‘Charlotte is a hard worker, but she is very quiet in class.’



	‘Come on Tom, if you get your head around this you’ll be a step closer to that grade 7.’
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WHAT DO YOU THINK?




	How many of these can you relate to?



	Can you spot any potential problems?














What’s the tip?


I think there are issues with each of the examples above. Let’s take a closer look at each one.


1. Words like ‘smart’, ‘clever’, ‘talented’ and ‘able’


I’ve said these to students publicly and privately, I’ve spoken them in front of parents, and I have written them in reports. Each time this was meant as a compliment. The problem is that once you describe a student as smart, clever, talented or able, that label places a big burden on their shoulders. Presumably, you have given them that label because they have got something correct. Does that mean they are no longer smart, clever, talented or able if they get a question wrong or struggle? The child who feels like this will more than likely suffer in silence than ask for help.


Controllable characteristics such as being hard-working and conscientious are fine to focus on. But labels that suggest any kind of innate ability are problematic as they risk demotivating students and placing a ceiling upon their ambitions.


2. Words like ‘easy’, ‘simple’, ‘straightforward’ and ‘routine’


Describing a topic or problem in this way makes it explicitly clear in your students’ eyes that you expect them to have no difficulty with the topic or answering the question correctly. On the positive, this means you have high expectations for students. But the flip side is that if a child struggles, they will feel pretty bad about themselves. Worse still, they will probably take steps to cover up their struggle either by opting out of the class discussion, copying, or hiding their work.


Primary literacy expert Chris Such suggests instead we approach most topics and problems from the angle that they are inherently difficult. With practice and hard work, we may find them easier, but don’t panic if they then get hard again.


3. Words and phrases like ‘quiet’, ‘does not participate much in discussion’ and ‘should contribute more’


English teacher Jamie Thom brought this to my attention in his fifth tip – validate introverts. Jamie asks us to think about a quiet, hard-working, studious pupil we teach. What do we say to them and their family at parents’ evening? Usually, something like: ‘Charlotte is a really hard-working student, but she is quiet in class. I would like to hear her participate more.’


Charlotte and her family will no doubt hear a similar story from all of her teachers that night. And probably the same in the written reports she receives later in the year. How does that make Charlotte and her family feel?


Some students are quiet. Indeed, a lot of students could benefit from being a bit quieter. But often these quiet students produce incredible work when given the chance. They also exhibit many of the behaviours we would like to see in all our students: calm, focused, productive, and studious. This should be the focus of our evaluation of them.


Moreover, it should be our responsibility to create conditions to allow these students to flourish. Many classrooms – mine included – are designed with the extrovert in mind. We engage in Cold Calling, and paired and group discussions. We praise students for their verbal contributions because they are the most immediate and clear signal of their engagement and learning. We smile warmly at the student bursting to tell us the answer to our question. But what about our quieter students? What will allow them to flourish? It may be by varying the means of participation as described in Chapter 3. For example, mini-whiteboards allow us to see the responses of our quieter students and draw attention to them subtly, either with a smile or a quiet word of praise later in the lesson. It may be introducing periods of silent, focused work in our lessons.


But one thing that will not allow our quieter students to flourish is constantly drawing their attention to a characteristic of theirs that they probably cannot change, and almost certainly do not need to change.


4. High-stakes measures of success like targets, grades and levels


English teacher Mark Roberts makes the point that grades and levels are a form of extrinsic motivation that we tend to use with students to get them to work harder. As teacher educator Peps Mccrea points out, the trouble with extrinsic rewards is that their effects are only short term and not sustainable. We want students to work hard in our subject for more intrinsic reasons, such as the enjoyment that understanding something brings. Mark does not talk about grades and levels unless he absolutely has to (end-of-year summative assessments, for example). Instead, he focuses on supporting students to improve their work and understanding whatever arbitrary level they are currently at, and whatever arbitrary target grade they are aiming for.


I can’t stop myself… what should I do??


This chapter has been about habits and routines. Common words and phrases we use are a habit, and if that habit is problematic, then we need to take steps to break it. If you find you cannot stop saying certain things in lessons, one sure-fire way is to use the classroom equivalent of a swear jar. Tell your students to watch out for any mention of whatever words you are trying to cut out. Write these down on the board. And then, any time you say one and your students notice (which they inevitably will), you need to do something, like put £1 in a charity jar. And for written reports, doing a search for all those offending words at the end of a writing session will reveal them so you can rephrase accordingly.
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THE TIP IN A SENTENCE


Consider common words you use in the classroom, and if they are having unintended consequences, take steps to remove them from your teaching vocabulary.










The resources
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OVER TO YOU




	
How does this tip fit into your current practice?


   I do exactly that     I do something like that     I do nothing like that




	What will you need to change to make this tip work for you?



	When are you going to try this idea for the first time? Please give the exact date and time.



	What worked well, and what will you do differently next time?














1.   There are links to information and research about Cognitive Load Theory on the resources page linked to at the end of Tip 3. The same is true for any paper, resource or area of research cited in a tip.



2.   I discuss purposeful practice at length in Chapter 9 of How I Wish I’d Taught Maths and Chapter 2 of Reflect, Expect, Check, Explain.
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CHAPTER 3


THE MEANS OF PARTICIPATION





How my students respond to questions, partake in practice, and interact with each other was not something I considered enough in my early career. Now I am obsessed with it. Getting it right can be one of the simplest, most effective ways to improve teaching and learning in our classrooms. In this chapter, we will take deep dives into several means of participation including Cold Call, use of mini-whiteboards, voting systems, Call and Response, paired discussion, and group work. For each means of participation, I will offer a series of super practical suggestions for getting the most out of them. Whether you are a dabbler or a seasoned professional, I think there will be plenty in this chapter for you.





Chapter overview
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A challenge!
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Before we dive in, I have a challenge for you.


Here are five possible phases in a lesson:




	Retrieval Do Now/starter



	Prerequisite knowledge check



	Explanation/worked example



	Practice



	Plenary/Exit Ticket.






Not all lessons will contain these phases. Some will contain fewer; some lessons will contain others. But just sticking to this list, I would like you to consider the following question:


     ‘How do your students participate in each of these phases?’


Possible means of participation include (but are not limited to):




	Silent thinking.



	Asking students to volunteer answers by raising their hands (hands-up).



	Calling upon students to answer questions without them volunteering (Cold Call).



	Using mini-whiteboards.



	Using a voting system such as fingers, or cards such as ABCD or true/false.



	Asking students to all respond verbally at the same time (Call and Response).



	Paired discussion with a partner.



	Working in groups.



	Writing in books.



	Writing on a worksheet.






A good way to do this is to put each lesson phase as a heading on a piece of paper or a mini-whiteboard:
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And then write the letter code of a means of participation that you use during that phase under the heading.


You may have multiple answers for each phase. For example, during the prerequisite knowledge check, your students may use mini-whiteboards sometimes and ABCD cards other times. During an explanation, your students may participate by raising their hands, but also have paired discussions. During the practice phase, your students may participate by working in books, but also by discussing answers in groups.


This is not a trick question. I just want you to get a sense of where you are at in terms of how your students participate, before we take a deep dive into different means of participation. And if you can do this with a colleague and compare answers, even better. Oh, and please keep hold of your responses as you will need them again in Tip 11.







Tip 9 – Front-load the means of participation
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What’s the problem?


Consider the following set of instructions:






	‘What is the formula to calculate speed?’



	‘Write it on your mini-whiteboards.’









Seems straightforward enough. What could possibly go wrong?


Well, quite a lot.


As soon as we ask that first question (‘What is the formula to calculate speed?’) students could engage in all manner of behaviours. Some may:




	Start thinking of the answer in their heads



	Start writing it in their books



	Put their hands up to tell you the answer



	Shout the answer out



	Start discussing the answer with their partner



	Turn around to tell the person behind them.






Before you know it – and crucially, before you have had an opportunity to give that second part of the instruction (‘Write it on your mini-whiteboards’) – we have what science teacher Adam Boxer calls ‘choppy time’. There is a general hubbub in the class that can be hard to rein in, and precious minutes and energy are wasted in an attempt to do so. Moreover, if the question was designed to check for understanding, the validity of that check has been ruined as students may have already heard the correct answer before sharing theirs.


The problem with this pair of instructions is that the means of participation (‘Write it on your mini-whiteboards’) comes at the end. By this point, students’ attention has turned to the question. Most have stopped listening to the teacher and have selected their own means of participation.
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WHAT DO YOU THINK?




	Have you experienced a seemingly clear set of instructions going out of control in this way?



	What can be done about it?














What’s the tip?


Consider this set of instructions as an alternative:






	‘We are going to do this next bit in silence.’



	Wait



	‘Get your mini-whiteboards.’



	Wait



	‘Remember, silence for this.’



	Wait



	‘On your mini-whiteboards, write down the formula to calculate speed.’









Let’s take a moment to consider why this set of instructions is likely to lead to much less ‘choppy time’.


‘We are going to do this next bit in silence.’


The first means of participation is placed right at the front – it has been front-loaded. Students know whatever comes next is to be done without talking. Crucially, they do not know what comes next, so have nothing to distract them from this instruction.


Wait.


If anyone is not silent, then they have clearly not listened to the first instruction, so there is no point going on.


‘Get your mini-whiteboards.’


Here we have the second means of participation. Once again, notice how this comes before students have been told what they need to write on the mini-whiteboards. This allows the class to settle before the all-important final instruction is given.


It is worth noting that students will need to have been taught how to use mini-whiteboards to prevent choppy time from emerging at this stage.




	Where are they kept?



	Who gets the mini-whiteboards?



	What do I do if my pen isn’t working?



	Do I work with my partner or alone?



	How big do I write?



	What do I do when I have my answer?






I would recommend watching the tip from Adam Boxer linked to in the resources where he describes in detail how he navigates the logistics of getting mini-whiteboards in front of his students.


Wait.


An opportunity to check everything is all present and correct with the mini-whiteboards.


‘Remember, silence for this.’


A final reminder of the means of participation.


Wait.


A final check to make sure the students are settled and focused.


‘On your mini-whiteboards, write down the formula to calculate speed.’


Finally, now that the way we wish them to participate has been made explicitly clear, we can tell our students what we want them to think about. Crucially, students can direct all their attention to thinking about the answer.


This set of instructions may not seem wildly different to the first, but my experience in the time since Adam described it to me has convinced me of its merits. It saves time and leads to a much calmer, more focused classroom. So now, whenever I give a set of instructions, I ensure that the means of participation are placed right at the front and articulated clearly and concisely.


Here are some other examples of front-loading the means of participation from Adam Boxer’s blog:




	‘Without talking, I’d like you to write down three things…’



	‘By putting your hand up in the air, I’d like you to tell me…’



	‘In pairs, I would like you to discuss…’



	‘In silence, you are going to…’



	‘Without turning to your neighbour, get your purple pen out…’



	‘I don’t want to hear anyone calling out their answer as we start marking…’
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THE TIP IN A SENTENCE


Front-load the means of participation to ensure students can pay attention to how you want them to respond.










The resources
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tipsforteachers.co.uk/tip9
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OVER TO YOU




	
How does this tip fit into your current practice?


   I do exactly that     I do something like that     I do nothing like that




	What will you need to change to make this tip work for you?



	When are you going to try this idea for the first time? Please give the exact date and time.



	What worked well, and what will you do differently next time?

















Tip 10 – Ten ideas to improve Cold Call
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What’s the problem?


If you observed my teaching any time in the first 12 years of my career, you would probably witness an exchange along the following lines:
















	Teacher:


	Can anybody tell me Pythagoras’ theorem?







	

      Josie’s hand shoots up even before I have finished the question.








	Teacher: 


	Yes, Josie.







	Josie: 


	c2 = a2 + b2







	Teacher: 


	Fantastic. Okay, next question…
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WHAT DO YOU THINK?




	Which issues can you spot with this exchange?



	How would you address each issue?














What’s the tip?


Students responding verbally, one at a time, to a teacher’s questions is one of the most common means of participation in classrooms. And for good reason. Collecting verbal responses is speedy and allows other students to hear from and learn from their peers. But there are effective ways of eliciting verbal responses and there is… well, what I used to do.


The most obvious issue with the exchange above is that it allows confident students to dominate. I only heard from the same handful of students each lesson. Many students would go through entire weeks without responding to one of my questions, and then in the rare times when I called upon them to do so, they would often be reluctant to share their thoughts because of the culture I had created. To go back to our discussion in Tip 7, the norm in my classroom was that you volunteered to answer questions, and more often than not, that answer was correct.


Related to this is the problem that most students only put their hand up when they are sure of their answer. This skews the proportion of answers given in class that are correct, and means we do not promote a culture where failure is regarded as a normal part of the learning process.


One solution to this issue is to switch away from hands-up questioning to the approach that author and teacher educator Doug Lemov calls ‘Cold Call’. The essence of Cold Call is that students don’t know who the question will be directed to, so a wider variety of students contribute each lesson. As Doug Lemov explains in Teach Like a Champion 3.0 when describing Cold Call, ‘there are few techniques that can transform a learning environment for the better as quickly’.


Here are 10 ideas for making Cold Call as effective as possible.


1. Tell your students why you are doing Cold Call


If students are used to always answering questions by raising their hands, then Cold Call can feel both weird and off-putting. The confident, enthusiastic students may not like it as they don’t get as much opportunity to speak, and the quieter students may not like it because they get called upon more regularly. Therefore, it is important to explain to students why we are asking questions in this way. I say something along the following lines:


‘In this class, when I ask you a question, I don’t want you to raise your hands. I want all of you to think hard about the answer, and then I will select one or two of you to share your answer with the rest of the class.


‘So, when I call your name, it is because I really want to hear what you think. Everyone’s thoughts are valuable. I want to be able to help you if you are struggling (because I’m sure others will be struggling too), and I want you to be able to help others with your answer if they do not understand. So, if I call your name, don’t worry, just tell me what you think the answer is. And if I don’t call your name, don’t worry either – you will get your chance soon.’


This is important to do at the start of the year with a new class, but also any time a new student joins. In that case, asking another student to explain why we do Cold Call has the added bonus of providing a retrieval opportunity for the routine.


2. Ask the question, then say the name


Consider these two versions:




[image: Teacher: Harry, can you tell me Pythagoras’ theorem?]




We have done two things here. First, we have front-loaded the means of participation (Tip 9). Second, we have moved the student’s name to the end. In the first version of the question, only Harry has a real incentive to think about the answer. Everyone else can have a cognitive breather safe in the knowledge that the question is not coming their way. Cold Call only works if the students do not know who you are going to ask.


I also sometimes see teachers say this: ‘Okay, Tom, make sure you are listening carefully to this next bit because I am going to ask you about it.’ Tom is usually a student who has a tendency not to listen, or someone who lacks confidence, so the teacher wants to give him adequate warning. But once again the signal to the rest of the class is: ‘Tom is the only one who will be answering this question, so I might as well switch off.’


3. Give adequate wait time before taking the answer


Let’s improve things some more.




[image: Teacher: Okay, no shouting out, everyone silent thinking. What is Pythagoras’ theorem, Harry?]




We have two pauses here. The first is to ensure compliance with the means of participation. The second is to allow thinking time. That thinking time is so important that we are going to dedicate an entire tip to it (Tip 22) when we get to the Checking for understanding chapter. Here it is enough to be aware that if we do not give students enough time to think about an answer (and most teachers don’t), then we don’t allow students to benefit fully from the act of retrieval, and our check for understanding is likely to be less reliable. If Harry cannot respond straight away with the answer when I say his name, then my thinking time was not long enough.


4. Ask students to respond using full sentences


Next one.




[image: Teacher: Okay, no shouting out, everyone silent thinking… (wait)… What is Pythagoras’ theorem?… (wait)… Harry?]




We have got a whole tip (Tip 27) dedicated to providing verbal scaffolds for students’ responses, but it is worth dipping our toes in here. There are two reasons we might want our students to respond using full sentences:




	It helps connect the question and the answer. This is particularly useful if some students have not been paying 100% attention.



	Responding in this way verbally should help students improve the quality of their written responses.






5. Give adequate wait time after hearing the response.


We are still not there yet.




[image: Teacher: Okay, no shouting out, everyone silent thinking… (wait)… What is Pythagoras’ theorem?… (wait)… Harry?]




Here we have a second opportunity for thinking time after Harry’s answer. Again, we will discuss the research behind this in Tip 23. For now it is enough to realise that as soon as we respond immediately with something like ‘fantastic’, we signal to the rest of the class that they can stop thinking. Letting the answer hang in the air for a few seconds provides students with an opportunity to process the answer and compare it to what they were thinking.


6. Manage your tell


Let’s keep developing our Cold Calling.




[image: Teacher: Okay, no shouting out, everyone silent thinking… (wait)… What is Pythagoras’ theorem?… (wait)… Harry?]




Here I have not evaluated Harry’s response at all. This opens up possibilities for what I might do next. I might Cold Call another student. I might ask everyone to discuss Harry’s answer with their partner. The key is I now have options, whereas evaluating Harry’s answer leaves me with nowhere else to go.


I will not always want to do this. If the questions are pretty straightforward and I have a few to get through, evaluating students’ responses is perfectly fine. But do remember that second wait time!


7. Promote active listening


Can you take one more modification?




[image: Teacher: Okay, no shouting out, everyone silent thinking… (wait)… What is Pythagoras’ theorem?… (wait)… Harry?]




Both versions make use of the fact that we have not evaluated Harry’s answer, and as a result we are able to involve another student. But notice how in the first version it does not matter if Kyle has been listening to a word Harry said. All I am checking for here is what Kyle understands about my question. I see this type of exchange a lot in lessons. Questions and answers ping back and forth between teacher and individual pupil. The other students just sit there, either switching off as they realise they don’t have to answer this particular question, or just thinking about their own answer to the question in case they get picked to answer as well. If that is what students are doing, the second version of the exchange will catch them out.


A less cognitively demanding version would be to simply ask Kyle what Harry just said.


I want to ensure my students are being respectful and listening hard to each other. Regularly using exchanges like the two above during Cold Call can help develop this classroom culture.


8. Build an explanation through a sequence of Cold Calls


One of the advantages of Cold Call over the other means of participation we will discuss in this chapter is that it is well suited to lengthy explanations. Of course, you can simply Cold Call one student for an explanation, and then ask another student if they have a different explanation. But a technique I really like is how maths teacher Sammy Kempner builds an explanation across a number of students through a series of Cold Calls.


So, it might go like this:
















	Teacher:


	Why is this question difficult?… (wait)… Mohammed?







	Mohammed:


	We only know the area of the square and nothing else.







	Teacher:


	(wait)… So, what do we need to know?… (wait)… Ellie?







	Ellie:


	We need to find the length of the sides.







	Teacher:


	(wait)… What is the first step we are going to do?… (wait)… Gihan?







	Gihan:


	We need to find the total area, and then the shaded area and then…







	Teacher:


	Thanks Gihan, just stop there… (wait)…. Lucy, finish off what Gihan was saying please.







	Lucy:


	And then subtract the shaded area from the total area…










Sammy describes how he likes to cut students off mid-explanation if he senses they are confident and know what they are doing, so he can check the understanding of another student. This whole process acts as a good check for understanding, but also promotes active listening and paying attention to your peers.


9. Ask some students twice in a lesson


Okay, so let’s imagine the exchange with Harry took place early on in our lesson. What is Harry thinking now? Probably something along the lines of: ‘Nice one, I have done my answer. There are another 29 students in the class who haven’t been asked a question yet, so I am pretty safe to have a sit-off.’


And Harry is probably right to think that. As teachers, we try to ensure we hear from as many different voices in a lesson as possible, and having heard from Harry early on, we are probably going to focus our attention elsewhere.


A good way to shatter that norm is to occasionally return to a student that has previously been Cold Called. Often teachers do that when students have answered a question incorrectly, but we should also do it when students have got a question right. The key here is to make it explicit: ‘Harry, I would like you to answer this one. I know you have already answered a question a few minutes ago, but in this class, you could be asked a question at any time.’


The price we pay is we may hear from one fewer student in a lesson, but the benefit is we create an environment where all students are on their toes and thinking no matter if they have already contributed to the lesson or not.


10. Consider using Warm Call


In the next several tips in this chapter, we are going to turn our attention to tools of mass participation. These allow us to see lots of students’ responses to a question instead of one or two. This presents us with a really powerful opportunity to ask a student to share a response we have already seen – a Warm Call. This may be an example of excellence, a key misconception, an interesting answer, or anything else we want the rest of the class to see. With Cold Call, we are in the dark as to how the student we select will respond. By collecting information first and being strategic with our choices, we can ensure our students hear the most useful answers.


Should you ever ask for hands-up?


Cold Call has many advantages over asking students to volunteer answers by raising their hands. But I think hands-up is good following a series of Cold Calls. So, imagine you have asked Harry a question. Harry tells you he doesn’t know. You tell Harry that’s okay, but you will come back to him (see Tip 36 for ideas for responding to students who say they don’t know). You then ask Rachel the same question. No joy. Same for Sarah. At that point, I think asking ‘does anybody know?’ makes sense. It gives a student a chance to shine before you launch into your explanation.


Hands-up also works well when you have finished going through a problem using one method and you say: ‘Did anybody solve this another way?’ Or after an explanation: ‘Does anybody have anything else to add?’ I’ve also seen teachers kick-start a topic by asking ‘can anyone tell me anything about this?’ and calling for volunteers. This gives you a sense of what knowledge is in the room that you can then build upon.


Hands-up promotes enthusiasm and enables you to find information that may have remained hidden if you just used Cold Call. Both reasons are important. But I no longer use hands-up as my first tool to assess understanding. I think reducing the frequency of hands-up and replacing those instances with Cold Call or a tool of mass participation would improve most teachers’ knowledge of their students’ understanding.
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THE TIP IN A SENTENCE


Improve the effectiveness of your classroom discussions by developing and improving your Cold Call routine.










The resources
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tipsforteachers.co.uk/tip10
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OVER TO YOU




	
How does this tip fit into your current practice?


   I do exactly that     I do something like that     I do nothing like that




	What will you need to change to make this tip work for you?



	When are you going to try this idea for the first time? Please give the exact date and time.



	What worked well, and what will you do differently next time?

















Tip 11 – Eight reasons to strive for mass participation more frequently
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What’s the problem?


In Tip 10 we discussed how to improve the collection of verbal responses from our students using Cold Call.


But there is an issue with Cold Call. You only get to hear the responses of a small number of students – usually one – for each question you ask.
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WHAT DO YOU THINK?




	Roughly what proportion of your questioning involves asking one or two students for the answer?



	What are some issues with this?














What’s the tip?


Author Doug Lemov has a concept called the ‘participation ratio’ – in other words, how many students are participating in class through discussion, writing, answering questions, etc. What we ideally want is mass participation. We want to engineer situations where most – if not all – our students answer a question, and we can call upon as many of those responses as we need.


Here are eight reasons why.


1. Mass participation provides an incentive for all students to think


Cold Call is designed to make all students think. The idea is that because students do not know who will be called upon to answer, they all should be thinking hard in case it is them. But I am not convinced most classrooms work like that.


I think students use their intuition for probability to reason: ‘With 30 of us in the class, the chance of sir or miss asking me is fairly low, so I will take my chances and not bother thinking about this one. And if the worst comes to the worst, I will start thinking if I get picked.’ With Cold Call, the only student you know for certain has been thinking is the one called upon to answer the question.


It is much more difficult to opt out of thinking when all students have to show their answers. Anyone showing a blank mini-whiteboard or not holding up an ABCD card will be the first student who is questioned, so we can determine if this is due to a lack of understanding or a lack of effort. When this is done regularly, students realise that they may as well put the effort in initially, as not doing so will only be more hassle later. With mass participation, more students think, so more students learn.


2. Mass participation improves our checks for understanding


If we only hear responses from one or two students, and those students get the question correct, we may assume everyone else understands and so crack on. Likewise, if those one or two students struggle, we may assume this is a whole-class issue and hence pause the lesson to intervene. In either scenario, we may be wrong in our assumption and hence not respond appropriately to the needs of the majority of the class. By removing the biased sample, mass participation improves the validity and reliability of our checks for understanding.


3. Mass participation helps us validate and celebrate the introverts


I learned this during my conversation with English teacher, Jamie Thom. It is clear that a hands-up policy favours the more outgoing, confident students. But the flip side of that should not be underrated. Mass participation, particularly the non-verbal kind (mini-whiteboards, ABCD cards) allows introverted students to shine. Jamie made the point that he is regularly blown away by the quality of writing his quieter students produce. This could be celebrated via a Warm Call or a quiet word of praise from teacher to student.


Of course, as teachers, we have a duty to help students develop skills such as clear communication that will serve them well in the wider world. And that will come in time. But we have a greater responsibility to enable all our students to shine.


4. Mass participation shows that everyone’s answer is valued


If you ask a question and then choose one or two students to answer it, there is no doubt that you value the answers of those students. But what about all the answers that you have not seen or heard?


Imagine Emma has thought really hard about her answer, but then you pick Heena to answer it. Emma never gets to show you the fruits of her labour. From Emma’s perspective, was there any point in thinking hard about the answer?


But with mass participation, Emma gets to share her answer. And even if Emma’s answer is not discussed this time, the fact that she has participated along with the rest of her classmates conveys the message that Emma has not wasted her efforts.


5. With mass participation you can choose which answers to focus on


This is a big one. If you only get the responses of one or two students, then all you have to work with are those one or two answers. The chances are there are some really interesting answers among the 28 or so you have not seen. These may be examples of key misconceptions that need dealing with, or different ways of solving the problem that you had not considered and are worth sharing. If you elicit more responses, then you can select the most useful ones to share.


6. With mass participation you can bring students into the conversation


The more responses you have, the better the discussion that follows. If all students have answered a question, they have something to discuss with the person next to them. If students have answered on mini-whiteboards, you can grab interesting responses and stick them under the visualiser, hold them up for the whole class to see, or simply record a selection on the board for further discussion. What’s the same, what’s different, which is the best answer and why?


Student responses are an incredibly valuable resource, and the more you have at your disposal, the more effective that resource can be.


7. Mass participation keeps our teaching honest and responsive


I have seen less experienced teachers (and I know I did this myself many times) ask one student the answer, and when they get it wrong ask another student, and if they get it correct then move on, assuming the first student must not have been listening properly.


If we see all the responses of our students, then it becomes much harder to justify doing this. In the face of overwhelming evidence, there is no hiding place. If we can see that the vast majority of our students do not understand, we have to respond.


8. With mass participation you can still target individual pupils


One of the benefits of a technique like Cold Call is that you can direct questions to individual pupils. You might, for example, want to ask a certain child a question see if they have been listening, or to boost their confidence, or to challenge them, or because they usually struggle. Cold Call helps students feel seen. But you can still Cold Call following the use of a tool of mass participation (although technically it is a Warm Call if you’ve seen their response); it is just that you get all the added advantages alongside.


So, should teachers ever use Cold Call?


There is a danger that you read this tip and think ‘right, no more Cold Call for me then’. But that is not my intention. Cold Call is a key part of a teacher’s questioning toolkit for these six reasons:




	Cold Call is super speedy.



	Cold Call creates a good classroom dynamic, bouncing from student to student.



	Longer explanations are well suited to oral responses, more so than mini-whiteboards or ABCD cards.



	Responding orally at length is a precursor to improving written communication.



	Cold Call is great to check students are listening and therefore keep everyone engaged: ‘Leo, what did Jack just say?’



	Warm Calling following mass participation is really useful – ‘Aneesa, I see you think the answer is B, tell us why’ or ‘Tom, I can see you have written an answer of 17 on your mini-whiteboard, please can you tell us how you got it?’






You’ll see in Tip 37 how Cold Calling ‘switchers’ is a key part of my approach to responsive teaching, and in Tip 66 how Cold Call can play a key role when varying the means of participation in the ‘We Do’ phase of an example.


If you can create the kind of classroom culture where students are thinking hard about the answer regardless of whether they believe they will be called upon, and students are confident enough to tell you that they don’t understand the correct answer of the student you selected, then Cold Call works well.


But, as a general rule, I think most teachers (myself very much included) could benefit from increasing the proportion of the questions they ask that elicit mass participation from their students. And exactly how to do that will be the focus of the rest of this chapter.


The challenge – revisited!


But first, I want to return to the task I set you at the start of this chapter – to write down the various means of participation you use in five key phases of a lesson. If you have not already done this, it is worthwhile taking the time to do so.


With your lists in front of you, I would like you to place a label next to each phase of the lesson based on their relative participation ratio:




	H for high – you are confident that most if not all students are participating at that moment.



	M for medium – you estimate about half your students are participating.



	L for low – you can only be sure that a few of your students are participating.






To help you decide, here is a good question to ask yourself: how easy would it be for a student to hide their lack of effort or understanding in this phase of the lesson, and you not find out about it? If it is difficult, then the participation ratio is high. If, however, a student could sit there, not misbehaving, quietly nodding along, seeming from a distance to be thinking hard and writing relevant things down, but you don’t actually get a sense of what they understand – and these students are many in number – then the participation ratio is lower.


Here are a few thoughts from the classrooms I have taught in and visited.


Retrieval Do Now/starter


Here it can look like lots of students are participating as they busily write things down in their books. But what are they busily writing down? Is it the answer to the questions? If so, great. Or is it copying down the date, title, lesson objectives and the questions themselves? If so, they are not participating in thinking about the questions.


Prerequisite knowledge check


If there is one of these five lesson phases that requires a high participation ratio, it is this one. If we make assumptions about prerequisite knowledge based on the responses of one or two students, then we risk everything falling down when we attempt to build the new idea upon shaky foundations.


Explanation/worked example


This is the phase of the lesson where I see the lowest participation ratio. It tends to be dominated by teacher exposition, hands-up or Cold Call. If that is the case, how are we to know what our students have understood?


Practice


Often practice takes place in books, which have a high participation ratio so long as students are writing down things relevant to the question. But how do we then get a sense of their effort or understanding without calling upon every single child or collecting in the books? We will consider this more in Tip 12.


Plenary/Exit Tickets


A rushed plenary as students are packing away gives about as low a participation ratio as you can get. Exit Tickets taken seriously are on the other end of the spectrum. We will discuss Exit Tickets further in Tip 29.


Look at your list. Put a big star next to any of these lesson phases with a low or medium participation ratio. As we discuss tools of mass participation throughout the rest of this chapter, consider whether one or more of these tools could help boost the participation ratio for that phase of your lesson.
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THE TIP IN A SENTENCE


Consider whether you need to increase the participation ratio for the questions you ask your students at specific phases of your lessons.










The resources
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OVER TO YOU




	
How does this tip fit into your current practice?


   I do exactly that     I do something like that     I do nothing like that




	What will you need to change to make this tip work for you?



	When are you going to try this idea for the first time? Please give the exact date and time.



	What worked well, and what will you do differently next time?

















Tip 12 – Twenty-two ideas to improve the use of mini-
whiteboards
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What’s the problem?


Big claim alert: based on the hundreds of lessons I have been lucky to watch over the last few years, I know of no other strategy that leads to a quicker improvement in the quality of teaching and learning than boosting the participation ratio.


As we discussed in Tip 11, our students are immediately more engaged and thinking harder, and we are more knowledgeable about their understanding and hence more responsive to their needs. Dylan Wiliam, author and teacher educator, refers to the means by which we could elicit responses from a large number of our students as tools of mass participation. Tools of mass participation are as close to a magic bullet as exists in education.


The rest of this chapter will be dedicated to making these tools as effective as possible, starting with the most powerful tool of all: mini-whiteboards.


I am aware that as I write a section about mini-whiteboards, many primary colleagues will be shaking their heads thinking ‘well, it’s about time you caught on to them, mate’. I also know of many secondary colleagues who have been using mini-whiteboards for years. Essentially then, I am writing this chapter for me and anyone like me – the mini-whiteboard sceptics, dabblers or those arriving late to the party.
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WHAT DO YOU THINK?




	How regularly do you use mini-whiteboards in your teaching?



	What are some of the challenges you face?









What’s the tip?


These days, mini-whiteboards are my favourite tool of mass participation. They are more shareable than exercise books and more flexible than ABCD cards, allowing students to show their answers to open-response and multi-step exam questions, as well as to sketch any shape, graph or diagram the teacher may throw at them. There is clearly also something about the temporary nature of students’ answers (a simple wipe and they are gone) compared to committing on paper that encourages otherwise reluctant students to write down an answer.


What follows are 22 ideas that have improved my use of mini-whiteboards in the classroom. In addition, I would once again recommend watching my conversation with Adam Boxer about mini-whiteboards that is linked to in the resources. Adam goes deep!


1. Plan how students will access the mini-whiteboards


How your students will access their mini-whiteboards is easy to overlook as we focus our attention on the questions we will ask students and the routines surrounding how they will respond. But if we can establish, practise and perfect a routine for accessing the mini-whiteboards, precious time and precious attention are saved.


Here are some questions to consider:




	Where will you keep your mini-whiteboards?



	Will you hand out the mini-whiteboards when they are needed, or hand them out at the start of the lesson?



	How will you hand out the mini-whiteboards: put them on students’ desks before the lesson, hand them out at the door, put them at the end of rows, or assign the job of handing out the mini-whiteboards to one or two students?



	Does the answer to the previous question change if you teach in a different room than the lesson before?



	Will you hand out the pens and dusters at the same time?



	Do you want students to check their pen is working right away? What do they do if it isn’t?



	Where do students put the mini-whiteboards, pens and dusters during the lesson when they are not using them?



	How will you collect the equipment at the end?






Different situations – rooms, classes, days of the week – may lead to different responses to these questions. But they are worth considering in advance.


Answers to these questions are the single biggest barrier to mini-whiteboard use I hear. ‘Mini-whiteboards are just too much hassle.’ I used to think exactly the same. All I can say is don’t dismiss them until you have considered each of the tips below and ideas like the learner-generated examples (Tip 25) that work so much better with mini-whiteboards. Only then decide if finding ways to overcome the logistical challenges are worth it.


For what it is worth, I am a fan of plastic folders, each of which contains a mini-whiteboard, pen and duster. These are placed in boxes by the door and students pick one up as they go past. The mini-whiteboards then stay in the folders on the desks until I tell students to get them out. Students tidy up themselves at the end and place the folders back in the box on the way out of the lesson.


2. Make use of both sides of the mini-whiteboard


It is possible to write on both sides of most mini-whiteboards, and this improves their versatility massively. Now you can ask students a complex, multistep procedure. Students can do their working out on one side, and then write their final answer nice and big on the other. Or if you ask students to vote for the answer to a diagnostic question, they can write their answer nice and big on one side, and make some notes on their reasoning on the other.


When students show you their boards, you ask them to show the big answer side first. This allows you to clearly see a spread of the answers. If you then choose a child to question further, you can ask to see the other side of their board, and share this with the rest of the class if relevant. This simple idea prevents you from needing laser eyesight to pick out the final answer amidst a board full of working out. Limiting yourself to one answer per check for understanding also helps with this.


Writing on both sides also helps the student. It can be daunting to explain your answer to the rest of the class or to your partner. But if students have their working out or reasoning written out, it acts as a support to help improve their verbal explanations. This may be particularly important for your quieter, less confident students.


3. Circulate the room


If you set a question for students to respond to on mini-whiteboards that is likely to take more than a minute to answer, it is a great opportunity to circulate the room. This provides an extra incentive for students to engage in the task, and also allows you to get a sense of understanding before you ask students to reveal their boards.


Students tend to write bigger on mini-whiteboards than they would do in their exercise books. Therefore, you will probably be able to see three times the number of answers as you circulate than if you had to pause and crane your neck to read the tinier handwriting in their books. You may pick up on some misunderstanding at this stage and be able to start thinking about how you are going to respond.


Adam Boxer suggests looking at the answers of your stronger students first while circulating as they are likely to have made progress quicker and thus will have some content that you can either feedback on or use as you plan the next step.


4. Hover your boards face down when you have your answer


I learned this strategy from maths teacher, Dani Quinn. Previously I would say to students ‘show me you are ready by putting your pens down’. Seems harmless enough. But there are three problems:




	It can be hard to see which students have put their pens down, especially at the back.



	If students put the pens down on top of their mini-whiteboards, then those dastardly things have a tendency to roll off onto the floor.



	It is all too tempting to take a cheeky glance at your neighbour’s board if it is sitting there invitingly.






So now I ask students to hover their boards face down to show me they are ready. This solved all the above problems, and also saves about a second versus picking the mini-whiteboard up from the table when it is time for students to reveal their answers. And those seconds add up.


One modification I sometimes make is to say ‘hover your boards when I tell you’. The reason is it can be quite anxiety-inducing for a student who is working on a problem to be surrounded by peers excitedly hovering their boards ready to show the answer. In these instances – and it will be determined by the nature of the question or my knowledge of the class – I will leave a short gap, say 10 seconds, between asking the question and giving the instruction ‘okay, now hover your boards when you have your answer’.


5. Start from the back


You know when someone tells you something that is so obvious, and yet you have failed to realise it might be a good idea for the last 18 years? Well, that happened to me with a tip via teacher, Matt Swain.


When I was ready to see my students’ responses, I would say ‘three, two, one, show me your boards’, and be immediately hit by a tidal wave of information. It would be hard to know where to start looking, and with potentially 30+ boards of information to observe, it was inevitable that some would get missed.


But because of Matt, that is no longer an issue. I now say ‘okay, back row, show me your boards in three, two, one’. I can then process a smaller volume of information, without the added issue of having to peer over one board to see another.


I can then thank the back row and say ‘okay, middle row, your turn, show me your boards in three, two, one’, and so on.


Of course, this technique works with any desk configuration, from groups to the classic horseshoe, starting on the left of the room where needed. It is powerful because I am able to process the students’ responses in smaller chunks and so am less likely to miss anything, and the students towards the front are unable to see their classmate’s boards (without making it obvious and turning around), so there is no added incentive to change their answer.


6. Look at the answers of your weakest students first


This is another idea I got from Adam Boxer. In an ideal world, you would be able to process all your students’ responses. But even with the technique of starting from the back, this is difficult. Adam suggests that you direct your attention towards the boards of your weakest students (while, of course, seeming like you are looking at all responses). This should provide an accurate baseline as to where understanding in the class currently lies.


7. If you see a blank board, ask that student


A blank board could be a signal of a lack of effort or a lack of understanding, and it is important to determine which. I always question students with a blank board first. A common response is ‘I don’t know’. In Tip 36, we discuss techniques to deal with such a response, but the key point is that a blank board accompanied by ‘I don’t know’ is not the end of the conversation. Once students learn that a blank board will lead to further questioning, the proportion of those responses that are down to a lack of effort will decrease, as it is more hassle responding to the teacher than writing an answer down on their board. This improves the reliability of your check for understanding and promotes a classroom culture of high expectations.


8. Share student responses with the rest of the class


As well as mini-whiteboards being great because you can see the responses of all your students, their portability and the fact that students tend to write bigger on them than they would in books makes them ideal to use for sharing individual student responses with the rest of the class. These could be examples of misconceptions that you want to highlight and discuss, or correct work that you want other students to compare their work against. Holding the mini-whiteboard up is sufficient in smaller classes, but nothing beats getting students’ work up on the big screen. In Tip 40 we will discuss my favourite piece of technology for doing this, as well as the pedagogy of sharing student answers.


9. Discuss answers without attaching them to a student


Mini-whiteboards are great for sharing students’ responses, but sometimes that is not appropriate. Let’s say you have asked students to write the value of 3 + (–4) on their mini-whiteboards. You can see from David’s board that he thinks the answer is –7. This is definitely an answer you want to discuss with the whole class, both to help David and to ensure all students have an opportunity to think hard about it. Now, if David is a confident student or you have established a culture of error (Tip 32), then it might be fine to say: ‘David, I see you have gone for –7, please can you tell us why?’ But I am sure we can all think of students for whom that would not be a good experience. In these cases, having observed David’s answer and asked students to put their boards down, we can simply say: ‘Okay, now one possible answer to this question is –7…’ and continue the discussion from there without needing to attach that answer to a student.


10. Showcase excellent mini-whiteboard use


Even though you might have told your students exactly how to use their mini-whiteboards in any given situation – write big, show your working out, circle your answer, etc. – it will be no surprise that this will not have registered with all students, especially in the early days of developing students’ proficiency in mini-whiteboard use.


A good way to overcome this is to showcase excellent mini-whiteboard use. As you see your students’ responses to a question, be on the lookout for examples of boards looking just the way you hoped. After you have discussed the actual responses, share these examples of excellence with the rest of the class, again either by holding them up or showcasing them on the big screen:


‘Okay everyone, just before we move on, I want you all to take a look at this. Zach’s mini-whiteboard is perfect. His writing is big and clear, he has split his board into two as I asked, and he has circled his answers. Well done, Zach! Now, the next time I ask you to show me your boards, I want to see everyone up to the same standard.’


11. Have a departmental mini-whiteboard policy


When Dani Quinn was head of maths at Michaela Community School, mini-whiteboards played a key role in her department’s classroom practice. Dani and her team invested a great deal of time and energy thinking about all the tiny details of whiteboard practice that could be tweaked and improved, teaching these explicitly to the students and practising them regularly until they became routine.


Below are some of my favourite guidelines from the handbook that every student was given.




	We place the boards right on top of our work so we don’t waste time.



	As soon as we take the pen out, we put the lid at the top, so it doesn’t roll away.



	We keep the boards secret – close to our bodies – and answer on our own, without looking at others. This is so that the teacher knows who they need to help. If you copy an answer from someone else, or even look at theirs to check, you won’t get the help you need to get it right. Everyone needs a little extra help sometimes. No one will ever shame you or blame you for getting an answer wrong.



	We don’t start writing until the teacher says ‘Go!’ We write in large, clear writing so the teacher can clearly see our answers.



	When we have written our answer, we gently hover our mini-whiteboards face down above the desk. This helps the teacher see when people are ready to show their answers.



	We hold boards above our heads in unison when the teacher says ‘three, two, one, show!’ We use both hands to hold the board, so it doesn’t wobble.



	Even if we have not finished our answer, we hold it up with everyone else. If you don’t know how to start, put a question mark.



	We wait to be told to put our whiteboards down.






Notice the detail – I would never think to include guidance on something apparently as trivial as what to do with the pen lid, and yet how much time has been lost to a rogue pen lid tumbling from a desk and bouncing out of sight around a chair leg? Also, notice the justifications provided to students for each of the guidelines, so students know why we are asking them to do this.


Having a policy that every teacher sticks to, and one that is detailed enough to provide a clear set of guidelines to follow, allows consistency and good practice to spread across the department. This is especially important if teachers share classes or in the transition to a new teacher.


12. Use mini-whiteboards as much as possible


This might be the most obvious thing you have ever heard, but the more students use mini-whiteboards, the better they get. Actually, let me clarify that – the more students use mini-whiteboards using the expectations you have established and practised, the better they get. After all, practice doesn’t make perfect, practice makes permanent.


The first time students use mini-whiteboards, or if they only use them once in a blue moon (when the teacher is being observed, for example), students find it hard to resist the temptation to doodle things on the board not related to the content of the lesson – a smiley face if you are lucky, another part of the body if you are not.


Once students realise that mini-whiteboards are just another tool they use in lessons in the same way they use their exercise books, the novelty soon wears off.


13. Use mini-whiteboards to enhance paired work


We will discuss paired work explicitly in Tip 15. But here it is worth considering how mini-whiteboards can make paired work more productive. Asking students to write down an answer independently on their mini-whiteboards before a paired discussion gives a focus to that discussion. It also stops students from having to remember everything in their working memories so they can better attend to what their partner is saying. I also find that mini-whiteboards work better than writing in books in this regard because writing tends to be larger and there is less of a requirement to be neat. Students can swap boards, rub out, annotate over and edit in ways they would either not be able to or not be prepared to in their exercise books. Similarly, if you choose to engage in a paired discussion without that period of independent contemplation, the mini-whiteboard can be a great medium for collaboration, with students taking turns to write down their thoughts, editing and annotating each other’s ideas, and so on.
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