Plenaries – Using plenaries in practical lessons and lengthy activities 

Why are plenaries at interim stages in a lesson worthwhile?

Students’ ability to learn follows a cycle of peaks and troughs.  For example, a list of words can be read out and most people will remember those at the beginning and the end of the list (peaks) more easily than those in the middle (trough).  The natural peaks at the beginning and ends of lessons can be utilised by planning starters and plenaries at these stages.  The purpose of introducing plenaries at interim stages in lessons increases the number of peaks in a lesson by breaking up the large trough in the middle…
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Adapted from Deutsch: Lehren und Lehren, Autumn 2003…

“In general, plenaries draw together the whole teaching group, summarise and take stock of learning and direct pupils to the next stage in the progression of teaching and learning.”

· They help students to ‘crystallise, understand and remember what they have learned’ – Reinforces learning.

· They allow the students to refer back to the learning objectives for the lesson – Keeping them focused.

· They have the potential to take learning further and deeper – eg: Through ‘rich questioning’ where a student is asked further probing questions to explain their answer to the group and give examples etc.

· They provide an opportunity for the teacher to assess what learning has occurred – eg: Through student feedback to the class on what they have learned following a practical activity, group discussion etc.  This will allow the teacher to identify misconceptions which may be addressed at the time or planned into future lessons (an example of ‘Assessment for Learning’).

Pace can be injected into a lesson by setting timed activities for students with the expectation that all or most will complete the task in that time.  By breaking the lessons into ‘chunks’, each followed by a short interim plenary, the number of peaks in a lesson can be increased.  This will also help focus students on the task and help to prevent them from being distracted in long ‘troughs’.

Some ideas for interim plenaries in practical lessons and lengthy activities

It is worth looking at the National Curriculum for your subject (www.nc.uk.net), as well as the course specification.  Use this as a starting point for identifying interim plenaries for the areas of knowledge, skills and understanding.  (eg: DT 3a – Check design proposals against criteria, adapting proposals as required during development) (eg: IT 4a – Appraise own and others’ uses of ICT to assist development and improvement of their work).
· Mind-map summaries (these could be added to during the lesson).

· Fill in blanks (eg: Cloze activity) – Again this could be added to during the lesson.

· Sharing ideas (eg: in pairs, think of other situations where they may use the same practical technique as they have been learning).

· ‘How to’ guide - Create list of stages involved in a practical activity.

· Verbal questioning of what should and should not be done (maybe focusing on Health and Safety).

· Students evaluating each other’s work and suggesting two good points and one improvement.

· Students checking their own or another’s progress against assessment criteria.

· Teacher demonstrating a practical technique, eliciting responses from students as well as talking through the practical stages and thinking involved (Modelling) – Possibly talking a student through the task.  The technique may be new to the students or one that is being re-demonstrated to address misconceptions, common mistakes etc.
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