ETLA Micro-teach Reflective Essay
The micro-teach session ‘Writing & Place: How to bring your location to life’, carried out on 26/10/8, was designed to be undertaken as a creative writing workshop with students being assigned the following learning objectives: to have a firmer idea of the concept of ‘place’, particularly with regards to writing fiction, and for the learners to produce a short piece of work relating to this concept and their understanding of it. To this end, the teaching strategies of concept mapping and brainstorming to the point of critical discussion were utilized.


As with the first Micro-Teach assignment for the Principles of Teaching, Learning and Emergent Technologies module, the professional standards of Higher Education
 were considered in the planning of this exercise. As with the previous session, the Areas of Activity were given particular attention due to the practical nature of the micro-teach session, as well as the necessity for the session to be one of immersive learning (due to the learners’ potential unfamiliarity with the subject matter). Of these, A1 – ‘Design and plan learning activities and/or programmes of study’ – and A4 – ‘Develop effective learning environments and approaches to student support and guidance’ seemed particularly pertinent to the use of teaching strategies outlined in this module.


To this end, I set out the learning objectives at the start of the session as ‘For learners to have a firmer understanding of the importance of ‘place’ in writing’ and ‘To produce a short piece of creative work utilizing the concept of ‘place’ and discuss it constructively as a group’.


This simplified set of of objectives was set out with the interests of the group in mind – as with the previous session, the learners may not necessarily be graduates of English or Creative Writing therefore a basic approach would be taken with regards to the brief lecture and group work activity. In particular, it was decided that the task would have to be short to organize both in-class activity as well as a shared, constructive discussion of learners’ work.


To prepare learners for the constructive critical discussion of each other’s work, as well as to ease the tension of the academic setting, I first planned to show them a comedic video featuring comedian Dylan Moran’s character Bernard Black responding poorly to criticism of a novel manuscript he has written
. With this, I reminded learners to be polite when accepting the criticism of others as well as entertain them to engage them. I also emphasized the importance of peer-based criticism of creative work, due to its subjective nature.


It was also decided to connect the session with the previous session for the PTLET module, as many of the learners involved were present for both sessions. The connection between the two was indirect – the first had been a poetry workshop. However, in quickly reminding the learners of the techniques used in that, it is hoped that they would be settled into the techniques they would be learning in this session, especially with regards to the importance of language and how minimalism can be employed to convey a sense of ‘place’.


The more nebulous concept of ‘place’ and how it fits into Creative Writing was discussed, in particular with reference to how it is utilized in fiction. This decision was made as within the subject it is objectively a good starting point, along with ‘character’ – stories often start with a description of their settings and a quick tutorial of how important this can be seemed to be a good way of introducing creative writing exercises to new learners. Emphasizing this was very important to make sure all learners were fully aware that they were working on the same level as this would make the critical discussion of each others’ work better too.


The use of ‘place’ to ease the use of heavy exposition in prose and storytelling in general was of particular importance in the first part of the session, as learners were encouraged to not simply describe their setting but use it as another part of revealing more about the events and characters they would be writing about. To this end, learners were asked to take turns reading aloud from two example texts: an extract from A Child’s Christmas In Wales by Dylan Thomas
 and Carol Ann Duffy’s poem ‘The Grammar of Light’
.


There were various reasons why these two texts in particular were chosen, with the extract from Dylan Thomas particularly being important due to its connection to a cross-cutting theme: emphasizing Welsh culture in the classroom and making learners aware of it. As well as this, Thomas’ prose proved the perfect example of how ‘place’ can be constructed to form an important part of a narrative in a short form. As explained to the learners, Thomas creates his sense of ‘place’ by utilizing careful placement of sounds – for example ‘Ghosts whooed like owls in the long nights where I dared not look over my shoulder; animals lurked in the cubbyhole under the stairs and the gas meter ticked’.


Here, not every word or phrase is intended to be taken literally – the account is a realistic, biographical piece of writing based on Thomas’ own experiences. However, rather than simply stating that ‘it was an old house in the countryside that made noises that sounded frightening’, Thomas instead writes of how ghosts ‘whooed like owls’. In substituting the regular placement of owls and ghosts (it might be considered more realistic practice to feature owls making ghost-like noises), the author creates a sense of childlike uncertainty that tells the reader that the narrator is relaying events from childhood, a time when the narrator would have seen the world in a less rationalized way.


In much the same way, the direct contrast between the apparent animals lurking in the cubbyhole under the stairs and the ticking of the gas meter introduces to the reader the idea of these two ideas in parallel; the imagined, nightmarish horror of something wild and unknown beneath the stairs and the more mundane noise of the gas meter. This contrast is intended to represent the two distinct voices in the narrative; that of the older narrator relaying his tale, and the younger childlike point of view that the text follows.


To use one more example from this text that was picked up on by learners and discussed, a later part features the piece’s protagonist and his friends hearing the wind through the trees as ‘noises as of old and unpleasant and maybe webfooted men wheezing in caves’. With this, the author invokes a deep, dark and horrific image to emphasise the terror felt by the boys as they walked through the woods at night. The setting, the sense of ‘place’, is not just a straightforward description of the trees making frightening sounds – it is Thomas telling the reader about his central characters and building a frightening atmosphere that he will later contrast with a childlike sense of home and warmth.


It can be acknowledged here that, while this was discussed with the learners in class, more could have been made of these points in the PowerPoint presentation that accompanied the session. Certainly, if any learners had missed the session, then they would have required notes from the discussion to gain the fuller understanding of the text that their peers reached through discussion and being asked questions on their individual understandings – for example, in the presentation I asked the learners ‘What phrases jump out at you as a reader? How do they evoke a sense of memory and atmosphere?’


However, this falls in line with Armitage’s idea that a ‘skeleton’ set of materials should be supplied to learners to give ‘the bare bones of the session with plenty of gaps where students are encouraged to make their own notes’
. This would encourage a more active participation in the learning experience for the participants of the session, which is integral to learning at Higher Education levels.


While Thomas’ piece was chosen for its engagement with cross-cutting themes as well as being of local interest to the learners (the session taking place in Swansea, Dylan Thomas’ hometown), the second text, Carol Ann Duffy’s poem ‘The Grammar of Light’, was chosen due to the popularity of the first Micro-teach session’s study of poetry. As well as this, while the importance of ‘place’ in prose was the focus of this session, I decided to include a poem due to the fact that during the previous session I had discussed how useful poetry could be for teaching, with particular regard given to minimalisation of information. The ability to condense facts into a narrative is a useful skill in the field of creative writing, so it seemed like an ideal point to cover in a 45-minute session.


Much as with Dylan’s A Child’s Christmas in Wales, Duffy’s poem uses language to invoke multiple narrative voices at once – and this was imparted to the learners with the example from the first stanza, ‘spells out. The way a curtain opened at night/lets in neon, or moon, or a car’s hasty glance,/and paints for a moment someone you love, pierces.’ It was explained to the learners, and subsequently discussed, that presenting a multitude of possibilities in a single sentence to establish ‘place’ is an incredibly efficient writing technique.


Subsequent discussion of the poem focused particularly on the poem’s third stanza, and its first two lines: ‘Some fluent, showing you how the trees/think in birds, telepathise’. With this, Duffy gives a clear sense of nature and its importance to the poem’s setting – how the birds represent the harmonious relationship that the trees have to their surroundings and the people that look on them. In studying lines such as this closely and discussing them as part of a group (and with the guidance of the teacher), learners were prepared for the task that followed and covered the majority of the session.


The task was delivered in two parts and utilized the teaching strategy of ‘concept maps’ to solidify learners’ knowledge. First, the learners were asked to think of their favourite place in Wales (again re-affirming the cross-cutting technique of considering Welsh culture) and centralize it on a map. When they had considered where that could be (and the task was kept very open – any learner could choose anywhere in Wales, and was explicitly told this), they were asked to map one smell, two sounds, one taste, and one colour that they associated with the place they had chosen.


Bringing these factors to the learners’ attention before applying them to a more fully written piece by using a concept map subscribes to the idea that ‘when new knowledge is integrated with and connected to existing knowledge, that new knowledge is easier to understand and to remember’
. By drawing on the learners’ own memories and experiences for their writing task and exploring those memories and experiences by mapping them out first, they were able to write from their own knowledge to construct a new piece of work.


This is also partially why A Child’s Christmas in Wales and ‘The Grammar of Light’ were chosen as the example texts, as both of them focus on personal and individual memories and how ‘place’ is an important part of writing with those parameters.


After being given a short period of time to put together their concept maps, learners were given the task of writing a short piece of prose (encouraged to be fiction though non-fiction was also acceptable) about someone returning to the part of Wales they had mapped out the various factors from following a leave of absence. The protagonist of the piece would then be required to see someone or something that reminds them of why they left.


The rules of the task were for the piece to include all of the sensory factors that the learners had included on their concept maps, and if possible for the sense of ‘place’ evoked to have an effect on the piece’s plot and/or character, as opposed to being purely descriptive. I recommended that they write the piece in the first person, though it was also open to third person narrative.


Before discussing here the third and final part of the Micro-teach session, I would like to briefly reflect on a minor failure of this task – that, for beginners in creative writing, it may have been too open a task to follow. The pieces produced were good and varied (and certainly provoked discussion), but it would have been easier to assess each learner more formally had firmer parameters had been kept for the writing task; for example, if the learners had been told to write specifically about the Mumbles, and shown a photograph of the pier in that location, and had been given more examples of the various sensory experiences one might find in that place. However, Creative Writing in HE focuses on a great deal of individual choice to inspire originality and creativity in learners, which is why such an open task was given to the learners for this session.


The third and final part of the session involved a brainstorming teaching strategy, with learners arranged in a circle and each learner read his or her work out loud, discussed how he or she matched their concept map to their prose piece, and then opened themselves up to constructive criticism. Learners were especially encouraged – through indications on the PowerPoint presentation – to focus on whether or not ‘place’ was successfully evoked and whether or not the setting reflected the central character’s thoughts and feelings.


Reflecting on this, it may have been better to have either given the learners more time to focus on their writing before opening it up for brainstorming, or possibly providing more example texts for a clearer idea of what they would be criticizing about one another’s work. The discussion that followed was lively but a little short-lived (hence the session sadly under-running) – so, a future version of this Micro-teach session would perhaps focus on the literary examples more and set up the writing task as something to be carried out outside of the classroom and discussed more fully in the next session, as is more regular in Creative Writing in HE. 

With this in mind, I did suggest to the learners that they take the criticisms provided by their peers onboard and perhaps rewrite their pieces for future discussion. An ideal expansion – given more time and focus than a Micro-teach session affords a lecturer perhaps – would be to use an online platform such as Moodle (favoured by the University of Wales Trinity Saint David), as I have learned is now common practice during my work placement, and put the work on a forum to be discussed with notes online. This would subscribe to the idea that using digital technology (as previously mentioned in the previous module’s essay on emergent technologies in teaching) would ‘provide the opportunity for learners to revisit and absorb key concepts in their own time and at their own pace’
.

However, within the confines of this Micro-teach session, it is felt that the session was reasonably successful, with the main issue being that it under-ran. However, the timing issue could easily be resolved by simply bringing another short example text from another author into the opening part of the session to improve learners’ knowledge. I also feel that I could have spent time at the end of the session going back over the learning objectives presented at the beginning of the session so as to check that the learners felt I had adequately covered them and checked their understanding of them. In future, I will resolve to therefore have more texts available ‘spare’ so as to cover any gaps in understanding and/or under-run timing issues. However, in terms of teaching strategies, I feel that the brainstorming and concept mapping strategies lent themselves very well to Creative Writing as a subject.
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