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Inside the black box 1998 - 2008


Learning classrooms

Teacher  centred                                    Learner centred

    



The above represents a practical representation ( or distortion) of the Harkness method of promoting student participation in the classroom.  Edward Harkness ( 1874-1940) was an American heir to an oil fortune who administered a family foundation devoted to promoting education. His original and surviving concept was to seat no more than 12 students around an oval table and to adopt a seminar style of learning whereby the teacher chaired a discussion to interrogate and discuss key concepts.  The oval table is reputed to promote effective discussion because the physical proximity engages all and literally removes the ‘back seat’ of the traditional classroom rows as illustrated above.  Negative or passive behaviour is also reduced because the teacher is not the focal point.  The discussion and learning is centre stage with a focus on exploring, discussing, questioning and evaluating key concepts rather than listening to a teacher at the front of the room. This in turn raises the responsibility of all ( rather than just the teacher) to enter the classroom having researched the topic.  Facts were absorbed outside the classroom and the lesson time was devoted to discussing the facts, raising and answering questions and arriving at conclusions. The Harkness method was first adopted in 1931 by the Philips Exeter Academy in New Hampshire and is now practised in many American and English schools  - although largely in the independent sector.  A fuller description of the merits of Harkness method may be found at  www.exeter.edu and selecting ‘about us’. The above model does not show an oval table because the reality in most colleges is that we do not have classes of only 12 students nor Principals who will readily buy and install oval tables in all of our classrooms.  Therefore a pragmatic solution and a fast way to experiment with the Harkness method is to re-arrange your classroom desks to form a rectangle as shown above and to implement the spirit of Harkness if not the physical oval reality?   You might also place desks in the banquet style of small clusters, facing rows for a debate or shock by making all stand in a circle.  Ultimately rearrange furniture to facilitate discussion rather than listening
Around the table

How do we learn around the table?  Consider the following approaches;

· Expect prior reading / research – How do you support independent learning? 

· Introduce Socratic questioning  – establish the facts and extend into evaluation

· Give thinking time – on average teachers pause 0.9 seconds before intervening
· Engage all – invite and support all to share an opinion or raise a question

· Invite peer teaching – those with answers coach others – everyone is a teacher

· Summarise and check key learning at the end of each session – check recording.
· Stretch all – suggest extension activities to extend learning.
Learning partnerships

                                    


Personal Action Steps to Success (Pass)

Take positive steps to ensure that you not only pass your course but achieve as high a grade as possible.  At the end of each lesson or major topic self assess your level of understanding and seek active improvement suggestions from your teacher, classmates, personal tutor, family, textbook, Wikipedia, Britannica, internet etc.  Everyone will hit difficulties on their course but it is what you do about it that will make the difference.

	Judgement


	Self assessment
	Pass actions
	Completed

	· 
	I am confident I understand…
	I will extend my learning by…
	

	?
	I have a few questions about…
	I will seek answers by…
	

	x
	I need more help with…
	I will re-learn this by…
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It is ten years since Professors Paul Black and Dylan Wiliams of King’s College, London highlighted the significance of assessment for learning ( AfL) as opposed to assessment of learning.  Yet ten years on AfL is still not embedded practice in many of our classrooms. Their original publication, ‘Inside the Black Box: raising standards through classroom assessment, 1998’ synthesised evidence from 580 academic research projects and concluded that students advanced most rapidly when teachers regularly checked learning in the classroom and responded in ‘real time’ to correct any misunderstandings or uncertainties.  This may seem obvious but all too often too many teachers spend most of their lesson time transferring factual information to largely passive students to record.
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QCA


In 2002 the Qualifications and Curriculum Agency published ten key principles for Assessment for Learning (AfL).  The principles were published as an A4 chart available from the QCA website or ‘downloads’ on the Collegenet website.


Vision 2020


In 2006 the Vision 2020 report chaired by the Chief Inspector of Ofsted, Christine Gilbert confirmed five key steps for effective AfL practice related to:





Effective questioning


Formative feedback


Sharing marks schemes


Self assessment


Peer teaching.


What is your good practice in each case? 





In essence teachers need to plan questions ranging across Bloom’s Taxonomy, provide clear improvement guidance, issue precise marking criteria, support learners to assess their own progress and promote peer teaching.  Black and Wiliams expressed particular concern about the demoralising impact of low grades or marks for learners. Consequently grades or marks should be reserved for summative assessments and all other work should be returned with comments only i.e. clear positives and suggestions for improvement.  





PASS


Personal Action Steps to Success  (PASS) as highlighted on the next page is a practical AfL strategy. Teachers should identify any learners on the edge of the course standard for enhanced support and boost the performance of all to achieve their full potential.  Visit the training page of the Collegenet website for details of a one day workshop to explore and develop ‘Pass’ and the five key AfL strategies. The table overleaf illustrates Pass in action. The table is designed to be the second page of an A4 handout with the first page an assignment brief, a progress review and/or an individual lesson plan etc. 
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As recently as December 2006 the government report, Vision 2020 reported, ‘However, many pupils report that their experience of school is still marked by long periods of time listening to teachers or copying from the board or a book ‘. This ‘talking textbook’ style of teaching needs to give way to lessons that devote most of the lesson time to questioning, reviewing, discussing, evaluating and analysing the information i.e applying Bloom’s Taxonomy. The rewards are high,  ‘Using assessment for learning increased student engagement and doubled the speed of learning.  Students learned in six months what they would have taken a year to learn in other classrooms’.  Details of the research underpinning the above conclusion can be gained from Black and Wiliam’s new book, ‘Assessment for Learning, Putting it into Action’ 2007.
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Assessment for learning encourages ‘learning partnerships’ whereby learners accept and are empowered to take responsibility for their own learning.  How do you share the learning goals with your learners and identify key resources to help them learn?


Learning Plan


 Consider the Learning Plan available on the Collegenet website from ‘downloads’ as a supplement to or replacement for existing Schemes of Work. The Learning Plan provides a study platform for each major topic and can be even more effective if placed on your VLE with appropriate electronic links.  Invite your students to enter the classroom having absorbed the basic, factual information.  Devote most of the lesson time to individual, paired and group tasks to check and build full understanding. Give sufficient thinking time but also maintain a brisk pace first establishing and confirming key facts, followed by applying and explaining and finally introducing the higher level skills of analysis and evaluation. 





Powerpoint Timers add pace




















Download the above free ‘Eclipse’ timer from the Collegenet website. Opt to buy a set of 10 graphically, impressive Powerpoint timers to keep tasks to time and to increase the zing factor. 
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