Assignment 1.
B.i.

Microteach lesson objective: To use more imaginative language through considering and employing the following poetic devices: adjectives, similes and metaphors.

The lesson originated from the analysis of a creative writing task by a level ‘C’ student.  It was lesson number five in the mid-term plan, and was preceded by lessons on:
1. Structuring simple sentences.
2. Analysis of spoken and written language.
3. Paragraphing and narrative progression.
4. Consolidation of first three lessons leading to choosing the style of narrative and planning an opening paragraph.
5. Choice of vocabulary, learning to use more descriptive language.
6. Use of tenses.

On reflection, however, I think it may be better if this were lesson six and ‘use of tenses’ followed on from structuring simple sentences.

Although I undoubtedly pitched my lesson too high for the age and abilities of the pupils for whom this lesson was devised, I was incorporating certain learning principles which employ the concepts of stretch and challenge.  Specifically, Allison and Tharby (2015) state:

…we should set the bar of expectation high for all students, irrespective of their starting points.  Our job, then, is to respond to and support students during lessons, over weeks, months and years, so that they all strive to reach, or in some cases surpass, this common goal.  In doing so, differentiation will lie in the skilfulness of our response to the anticipated and unanticipated difficulties that our students will encounter… (Allison & Tharby, 2015, p.18)

While it is important to engage minds in thinking involving healthy struggle, which in turn is more likely to commit learning to memory, it is important not to overwhelm or cause the student to disengage from the learning process.  I shall discuss in part ii how I would adjust my lesson so that it retains the concept of learning as challenge but at a level more appropriate for the age and abilities of the students.

A further justification for pitching at a high level is the method of differentiation which does not openly define students according to ability but which allows them to work at a level which is both manageable and challenging for them within a lesson covertly offering different levels of engagement.  Doug Lemov writes:

We’re sometimes socialized to think we have to break students up into different instructional groups to differentiate, giving them different activities and simultaneously forcing ourselves to manage an overwhelming amount of complexity… Asking frequent, targeted, rigorous questions of students as they demonstrate mastery is a powerful and much simpler tool for differentiating.  By tailoring questions to individual students, you can meet students where they are and push them in a way that’s directly responsive to what they’ve shown they can already do.  (Lemov,   P.42)

I attempted two methods of differentiation in my lesson.  The first was to structure the lesson with three concepts, which I believed to be of varied levels of complexity.  It was my intention that exploring more poetic adjectives was the most accessible method of enhancing description and would be implemented by my ALN student.  The next level of complexity was understanding how similes work and I anticipated that my level 3 student would be stretched and challenged to incorporate both poetic adjectives and similes in her writing.  The third level was understanding and incorporating the use of metaphors which would be engaged with by the level 4 students who it was my aim to encourage to reach level 5. The curriculum for Wales states that at Key Stage 3, level 5: ‘Vocabulary choices are imaginative’. (P.29) Further, the Key Stage 3 programme of study states: ‘Learners should be given opportunities to: produce poetic writing, using imagery and poetic devices’. (P.23). The approach I attempted would not exclude greater achievement by the lower ability students and would not restrict the scope of the higher ability students.  However, I would now alter this in the light of feedback, which I shall discuss in part ii.

Allison & Tharby propose:
Take into account the expected knowledge, concepts and skills in your subject and teach your classes just beyond that point.  So at Key Stage 3, for example, dip into GCSE level.  (Allison & Tharby, 2015, P.21.)

The scaffolds available to support this acquisition of knowledge were:
A worksheet containing definitions, key words and colour coded examples.
Further, there was an annotation exercise using similarly colour coded highlighters.  The exercise also provided modelling by using a highly accomplished piece of writing which employed these devices with great imagination and creativity.  Thus, it also demonstrated the possibility of stretching and altering the rules of grammar and syntax to heightened effect and for consummate communication.  I would argue that while this may not be an aspect of the lesson which would immediately be absorbed and assimilated, by modelling consistently throughout the year’s work a range of complex and challenging texts, the scope for development is greater.  Allison and Tharby further suggest:

If students are about to write a horror story, get them to compare three Gothic genre opening paragraphs from writers such as Edgar Allan Poe and Charles Dickins. (Allison & Tharby, 2015, P.109).

My understanding of the importance of modelling is growing and my first lesson plan on my school placement involved the writing of material that provided examples of the AFOREST techniques being taught in that lesson, but further, modelled variety in syntax and illustrated the importance of well-crafted sentences.  This reinforcement through modelling encourages extension in students’ writing and possibly provides greater scope for improvement.  This is also suggested by Rosenshine (2012) who propounds the use of scaffolding and modelling, but further states that it is not just the strategies but also the content which is important:

The process of helping students solve difficult problems by modeling and providing scaffolds has been called “cognitive apprenticeship,” Students learn strategies and content during this apprenticeship that enable them to become competent readers, writers and problem solvers. [sic.] (Rosenshine, 2012, P.18)
 
While Rosenshine may be referring here to the lesson content rather than the content of the models themselves, I would argue that the content of the model offers opportunity for more than teaching strategy and delivering content, it permits the possibility of greater extension by additional modelling of such aspects as well-crafted sentences and varied vocabulary.  (This I attempted in my microteach lesson when using the extract from Under Milk Wood; it demonstrates creative use of language which does not necessarily conform to accepted grammatical rules.)

Teachers should not be too reluctant to include this further extension, which, although not central to the lesson, becomes an additional form of modelling.  This modelling is a covert paradigm which may foster improvement in pupils’ work.   Although this may seem like an informational overload, Doug Lemov warns:

Assuming something is too hard or technical for some students is a dangerous trap…Kids respond to challenges: they require pandering only if people pander to them. (Lemov,1967, p.54).

The second method of differentiation was through targeted questioning.  It was my intention to question my ALN student regarding poetic adjectives, my level ‘C’ student regarding similes and to pose questions regarding these and metaphors to the rest of the class.  Additionally, a personal target was to develop my questioning skills.  I did put questions to my class, I did not hurry answers and left time for students to think and answer and I also attempted (to a limited extent) to rephrase and extend questioning further where necessary.  However, what I did not do was demonstrate the targeted questioning as I did not designate two students to be my ALN student and my level ‘C’ student before the lesson began.  The reason I did not was fear that I would not achieve all I intended and so I attempted to scale down my microteach at the last moment.  Latterly I have the confidence to implement targeted questioning for differentiation.  I have also witnessed this in operation in the classroom during my time observing.  Teachers implementing targeted questioning encourage participation and nurture confidence.
B ii

As previously stated, I am aware that my lesson was pitched too high, despite my intentions to incorporate challenge and extension.  The first alteration I would make would be to use different extracts and examples.  I would take the majority of literary examples from texts on the curriculum, focusing particularly, although not exclusively, on texts from Key Stage 3.  Therefore, depending on what texts were being used in the school, I would find examples from texts such as Boy, Buddy, Of Mice and Men, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, Romeo and Juliet and appropriate poetry from Poetry 1900-2000: One Hundred Poets from Wales. 

Secondly, I was advised regarding the use of the term ‘poetic’, and of using adjectives, simile and metaphor.  Although I was trying to incorporate challenge and differentiation, I now understand, having taught a section of the lesson, that it would have been clearer to construct a lesson on metaphor and simile as descriptive devices.  Thus, I would not include adjectives.  The lesson objective would be:
To understand what similes and metaphors are and to begin to employ them in creative writing.
The success criteria would be:
Identifying similes and metaphors in two extracts and writing a creative writing piece deploying at least two similes and, preferably, composing two similes and two metaphors.  (The success criteria would need to be expressed in more simple terms in the classroom).

The lesson objective would already be displayed via PowerPoint or ActivInspire on the I.W.B.; the success criteria would also be displayed.  This saves time in a lesson, an important factor, as lesson time is very short and time management is something on which I am still working.   (I have now altered my handwriting and practised it during note taking in lesson observations.  It is more legible and I am able to write with greater confidence on a whiteboard.  This was in response to advice I was given; it was necessary and helpful).

These alterations to the lesson plan have an impact on the approach I took to differentiation.  Time would be spent on ensuring that all members of the class understood what a simile and a metaphor are.  Recapping and revisiting are important in confirming understanding and in aiding the long-term memory. I did notice that other members of my group used recapping more and I thought this an effective learning technique which I should use more fully.  The success criteria would be differentiated. While it would be expected that all pupils confidently employed simile in their creative writing task, it would be the intention that most pupils would confidently use both simile and metaphor.  I set a starter for my year 7 class which was to write a simile incorporating either a tree or a forest as we were covering AFOREST techniques; I was delighted by their accomplished similes.

I understand from this teaching experience, and from my lesson observations, the importance of absolute clarity and of concentrating on exploring in depth only one or two concepts in a forty-minute lesson.  (This does not apply to lessons such as textual analysis).  One purpose of the lesson plans is to facilitate that clarity and to aid breaking down a lesson into a logical step-by-step process.  This is not one of my strengths and lesson planning is helping me to work on this.  

I am concerned that we can sometimes expect more of our students in terms of learning assimilation, and I look forward to greater knowledge of the extent to which I may, or may not, be able to push the boundaries of this.

During my microteach I used too many different terms and did not consistently stick to one set of phrases appropriate for the lesson.  This is confusing and unclear.  I have found it challenging during my teaching practice to ensure that I break down my lesson into clear interrelated parts which are not too overloaded with information.  I have also tended to assume a level of knowledge and language ability which was unrealistically high and I am still working on this.  I have just taught a class of year 9 pupils in which it did not occur to me that they may not know what the word ‘propaganda’ meant, until one of them brought it to my attention.  I am now planning to revisit that part of the lesson as an entire lesson on propaganda in the First World War.  I shall explain what propaganda is; we will look again at the posters I asked them to analyse.  The reason for incorporating propaganda being we had read Wilfred Owen’s ‘Dulce et Decorum est’ and I had talked to pupils about ‘the old lie’ and the meaning of ‘Dulce et Decorum est Pro Patria Mori’.  This poem was selected, and initially introduced to the class, by the class teacher.  I wonder, magnificent though it is, whether it is entirely appropriate for year 9, both from the perspective of the skill level required for analysis and the emotional maturity demanded in assimilating something so devastatingly dreadful.

I have more awareness of the need to define words I use which may not be understood by the class I am teaching.  I think it is important to use age appropriate vocabulary, but also to challenge and extend by using unfamiliar vocabulary, providing it is defined either verbally, or for the more complex, also visually on the W.B.  Modelling extensive vocabulary is positive as long as does not hinder or distract from what is being learnt.  My experience for this is from having children of my own, for whom I did not alter my language greatly, but had an expectation that they would learn the vocabulary with which they became familiar.  There is, however, a balance to be struck, between extension and accessibility and an extremely important factor is the differing backgrounds of pupils in a class.  My other experience is through fostering, from which I learnt what a tremendous difference having an adult who talks to a child makes; those who grow up without someone talking to them constantly have far less opportunity for learning and, potentially, cannot develop at the same rate (this is a little sweeping, there are many other factors which may contribute, either way).  The divergence in range of ability this will produce in a class of pupils is quite considerable.  Thus, differentiation must always be in the forefront on my mind and I should always be asking whether what I am saying is accessible to the, currently, lower ability members of the class.  I use the word ‘currently’ with the expectation that not all lower ability pupils will continue to occupy that position.  While some pupils may be demonstrating lower ability due to learning difficulties which it may not be possible to overcome entirely, some pupils may be at this stage as a consequence of more restricted opportunities or language difficulties, for example, which can be overcome with nurturing and differentiated learning which is target focused.  One disadvantage some children in Wales may face during English classes being, having grown up in Welsh speaking households, they may have had limited opportunities to speak and read in English.  They find reading in English more challenging and require both more practise and more encouragement to boost confidence.

In teaching the micro lesson again I would take a more step-by-step approach, beginning, following the starter, with an explanation of simile and some examples displayed on the I.W.B.  I would not gloss over those examples but would examine them one by one, asking pupils what the simile was, what made it a simile and what effect it achieved.  I would allow five minutes for this.  The class would then be given an exercise in simile spotting, which they could work on in pairs and feed back.  I would circulate and discuss any difficulties with pupils.  I would restrict this exercise to five minutes using the timer displayed on the I.W.B. and then allow three minutes for feeding back. 

The next phase would involve a similar process of explanation and example regarding metaphor, followed by an exercise in metaphor recognition.  The final part would be individual work writing a short piece incorporating at least two similes but for most, two similes and two metaphors.  The plenary would be to recap on the meaning of each, selecting pupils to define the terms, followed by peers modelling examples to the rest of the class, selected using the random name generator I have recently started using to ensure participation by all members, not just those keen to volunteer.

One part of the micro teach I did find useful and have used since is to display a text on the I.W.B. and highlight it as pupils contribute.  The interaction stimulates interest and provides modelling.  Pupils are encouraged to add any omissions to their own sheets, which reinforces the learning.

The creative writing exercise I developed for the micro teach was not part of the lesson and I have not yet tested it in the classroom.  I am considering adapting it for one of the lessons on war poetry in which the final exercise will be to write a short poem.  The instructions for this task will be displayed on the PowerPoint or ActivInspire slide, to be copied into exercise books for further reference.

The micro teach was a valuable preparation for teaching in the classroom and a helpful benchmark following some teaching experience.  Lesson planning remains a painful and slow process but I hope it is gradually getting a little easier.

Regarding my development as a teacher in the light of the QTS Standards I should like to make the following observations: the most positive learning environment is developed by having a guiding principle of mutual respect through which trust in the teacher engenders confidence in the pupil.  I have found the benefit of explaining mutual respect to a pupil who was being disruptive during class.  I explained that she was being disrespectful in her behaviour and as I did not show disrespect for her, I did not expect her to be disrespectful towards me.  She altered her behaviour in the class. My approach to discipline is to attempt to correct behaviour before the need to use sanctions, however, thus far I have mostly been given well behaved classes and therefore my approach has not been severely tested.  Regarding trust and confidence, in a different class we were completing a starter; a less confident pupil put her hand up and when I turned to her for the answer she hesitated and said she was not sure.  I explained that this was part of the learning process and it did not matter if she got it wrong, and light-heartedly told her we would not hold it against her if she were wrong.  She then correctly answered, I praised her and the experience was a positive one.  I then encouraged a pupil to contribute who did not usually do so, she, with encouragement, answered correctly.  This class seems to be growing in confidence.  These two principles, mutual respect and trust are, I believe, key to a positive learning environment and fulfil the QTS standard S1.2 Consideration for learners and mutual respect.

My commitment to professional development is evident in my sincere attempts to act upon the advice and reflection provided from observation.  I have been working on many aspects which require improvement and have adopted suggestions which have been made.  I am still working on my timing, my behaviour management, my questioning techniques, giving clear instructions and the need to break down information into logical steps.  I have been told to work on my voice projection, which I am doing, but I am a little resistant to the idea of having to shout and I am seeking alternative methods.  Next week I shall experiment with a method suggested by another student teacher.  I am committed to lifelong progression and development as it is a constantly evolving process not a means to an end.  In this way I shall meet the QTS 1.7 demanding commitment to professional development, alongside keeping abreast of current pedagogical theories.

QTS 2.1 - requiring secure subject knowledge is one I believe I am capable of fulfilling.  This is bolstered by my love of English language and literature which ensures that further enquiry into a topic I intend teaching is a pleasure rather than a chore.  I endeavour to be certain of definitions and have sufficient background information when introducing a topic to pupils.  I have experience which permits the forging of links to other texts and media making it possible to draw on a wide range of materials.

I am currently demonstrating my ability to meet QTS 2.5 – using information and communication technology.  I have learnt how to take the register and submit it and how to log behaviour cards on the system.  Since embarking upon my first placement I have taught myself how to use the ActivInspire software so that I can make good use of the I.W.B. and have learnt how to play clips from YouTube through the overhead projector.  I regularly create slides through PowerPoint and ActivInspire for lessons and I have also started using a random name generator, having one for each of the three classes I currently teach.  
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