Attractions of the North Pole:
lcarning together in humanitics

Susan ffart and Stiart Scont

A common respanse ta the imtrodution of wiere diverse leaching-gronps has been the
production of large quanttics of indicidvalized feaming materialy, The effect hus
been arnically referved 1o as “death by a thowsand worksheets” In the W14 (e
London Education Authoniy) Collaborative Learning Progect, Susan [art and
Stuart Scott looked for an alternative which would wiake children levs dependent an
teacher direction, and more dependent on, and able 1 nse, thetr e fdeas wnd
skells, At the same time, they sanght an approach that wonld requesre colluboration
beieeen pupils, THere ihey offer an example of therr work:

Shill development should alwayvs be part of an activity that has meaning and
pumpase for the child. Yet, as recemtly as 1980, most of the provision made
for *remedial’” and bilingual chitdren involved withdrawing them 1o special
classes and wnis, with the result that learing wok place in an amihicial
context which had liwde ar no link with regular classroom work. ‘I'his conveyed
the wrong messages to learmers and teachers alike. It encouraged poor readers
to see reading as a ritval which they did to please 1cachers but which had
linde to do with the rest of their lives; it ggve those learning Faglish as a
sccond language (E51.) the impressian that they had 1o master English belore
they could benefit from what the classroom had 10 alfer; and it suggesied 1o
the subject-tcachers that, since these pupils were getting help elsew here,
there was no need 1o consider wayvs of making their own teaching more
appropriate. 1inding thar, as teachers of ‘remedial’ and alingual pupils, we
sharcd a similar dissatisfaction with these arrangements, we decided (o work
together o see what alternatives could be found,

We sensed that what vur childeen necded was the sorl ol Lanpruage
expericnce [ostered by the best primary practice where they could learn
through interaction with ather children. Reading and ESL, support could
then be provided within the classroom through the medium of their narmal
class activitics. Yet we knew that the standard pattern of secondary teaching,
in which pupils spend most of theie vme cither listening or writing, was
unlikely w0 provide an emvicomment rich in epportunities for reading and



|.i.|igl.|rq_=_1_' development. What we set oot w do, therelore, was o look al
alicrnative ways of organizing learning in the secondany classromn se that
children would be mouvated o read, write and tlk wgether, while aceepting
the fimirs of the curriculum as delined by the subject areas at that ime. We
therefore arranged (o teach a first-vear mived-ability humanitics class the
fullowing vear, and hegan o cansider a range of ditforent strategies which
might cncourage collaboration,

We were not happy about many of the approaches traditiomally offered as
ways of cawering for different levels of ability, which tend o dilleremiae
berween children and isolate them from one another rather than gening them
i work together, Individualized worksheets, workeards and project-based
mwthouds, for instance, have ne in-bult necd o collaborate, and rely heanily
un the very language skills our pupils lack. We thought, too, that simplifying
reading-material often leads o wxis which are so banal they are not worth
reading, Clering alternative tashs to, sav, the berom third of the class cuts
these pupils off from their peers, and can have much same Tabeling -cfieer
a5 10 the children are withdrawn.

We soon discovered oo thar seis of information weatbooks, no matter how
atiractively presented, were more likel to deaden than wstimuolate discussion,
The presence of thirty copies ol the same book in the classronm implies a
prepackaged view of knowledge which ignores wihat the children themselves
have to offer the learning process. We believed it was important lor pupils
tir express and explare ideas in thar own words, using teses as samething 1o
e questioned and worked on rather than just assimilated.

We bugan 1oty out ways of gening children actively ivolved i talking
and shaning what they knew abour a 1opic belore they went o hooks as
sonrees of information, We looked for ways o help them extract and use
tleas from hooks without slavishly copying evenvthimg down, We wanied 1o
bring alive the impersonal information o tesibooks through persanalized
studies of “real” people that were rich in derail, and 16 help the chilidien
engage with the ideas and respond critically 1o their reading in wavs other
thian writing.

It scemed that, if we were 1o achicve a lively involvement in lamguage
activiiies, then we would necd o reduce drastically the role of 1eacher itk
and whole-class “discussion’, amnd set the childven working - simall sell-
direcied groups as much as possible. [ these groups were 1o be able 1o work
independently of the wacher, however, specially designed materials woulid
he needed o stimudate and Tocus the discussion activities. We realized that
we had 1o be especially earcful, however, that amy maierials we produced
were not ton directive. We did not want e vestrict the possibilities of
coblaburutive group work. There was also the danger that the aciivities mnghin
breeome a substunine for hooks, anstead of stimulating childien 1w use andd
enjoy a wide range of resources, as we intended



AMNIMALS OF 'THE ARCTTIC

An example of the kind of activity which we produced is explamned below,
This lesson is part of a unit of work on adaptation amd survival, and the
pupils are exploring what sources af food there might be in harsh enndinions
such as those of the Arctic,

The instructons for what they have o do are watten down {sce hgure
33.1}), and the children have to work this oul tegether. The reading 15 shared
and the activity can begin as soon as they understand the task, withow having
o wail for other groups to be ready, or lor the 1eacher to explan. Having
cards 10 hold and look at one by one, to read and ik about tegeher, 10
sort and share, means that nght away everyone can become involved, Children
who would never speak in frunt of the whole class have a chance to talk and
share what they alrcady koow. Starting the lesson in this way conbhrms 10
the children thar what every eluld brangs to the lesson (s valued as a resource
for others. Lven if the bilingual pupil docs et join in the inibal interaction,

ANIMALS IN THE ARCTIC
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ANIMALS IN THE ARCTIC CHECKLIST |
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he/she is able 1o perceive the purpose of the activity and has time to listen
and relleet before iu'ining A,

Wihin the Tmits defined by the topic, the childien can also to some extent
develop the activity m their own way. Because there are na tighidy specified
learning objcctives, the children can begin from where they are and pursuc
their own concerns and interests. Language work is taking place al a variely
of different levels. Children are ideniifying and deserbing the animals. They
are nsing previous knowledge to explain and justify their decisions, They are
speculalimg on which amimals could survive in the Arcue aond which could
he hunted for food, Tuis up 1o them whether they raise issues soch as
migration, hibernation, warm- and cold-blomledness or the possibiliy of

animals being sources of dairy praducts, or 1o what depth these issues are
explored,



When the childeen come 10 use the information books in the second part
ol the lesson w check their predictions, they know exactly what they are
looking for. They lcarn 1o use books as toals for purposes which they have
defined themselves, selecting from a wide range of resource books those
titles most likely to meet their needs. They learn 1o wse chaprer headings
and dexes confidently to locate information. They come to accept that ne
one book can answer all their guestions, and begn W note discrepancics
between books in the information presented, Besides vsing books o confirm
and check what they already know, they scarch out more information amd
seithe disagreements. They can follow up points ol interest and guestions
that -have ariscn in discussion. TIIL‘\.‘ [Pilss their ﬁndiugh on 1o cach other and
sharc interesting pictures, captions and passages 1ogether. Whatever their
stage of reading development, everyhady ean use books 1o ind formation
that will contribute w the work of the group.

Their combined efforts are recorded on a checklist (hgure, 33.2), which is
designed 1o climinate vonccessary wnting. 5o ofien, infurm::l:iml;g:nht:ring
leads to verbatim copying. We wanted o encourage the kind of writing which
[ollows reflection and discussion. Semctimes, writing might also be a group
clfort.

At the cnd of the lesson, the class come together as a group o share 1heir
findings, These can be presented visually against a backeloth Arciic landscape
onto which pictures of the vanious animals can be placed. Graduoally the
picture is built up by representatives of cach group. Since the result is
knowledge produced by the class as a whole, not reproduced from exthook
or teacher talk, it should hold personal meaning for evervane m the group.

HOLE OF TILE TEACIHIER

Since we fiest began working with collaborative groups, we have come 1
recognize mare clearly the signihicance of the teacher’s role, At fiest, we were
so concemed not to inhibit pupils’ discussion by our presence that we tended
o relegate the teacher o a management role, once the matenals had
been carefully designed and prepared in advance. Mow we sec that the
tcacher has two more cssential tasks. Ficst, teachers have to actively loster
an atmosphere of co-operation by incotporating activitics which build up a
sense of trust within the group as a whole. Secondly, they have w learn how
best to intervene in a group discussion and, without imposing their own
concerns, assist the pupils in extending and developing their own thinking.

ROLE OF THE SUPPOR'T TEACEHTER

Classrooms organized an collaboratve lines are ideal for clfective suppord
wark. Both teachers can spend thoir time constructively working with groups
for extended periods. ESE pupils and those with seading difficuliies can be



given support in their groups as they carre ot the sk, Sometimes groups
may be withdeawn 1o work quictly elsewhere, but the same or related work
i done and nobody misses anything.

COLLABORATIVE WORK AMONG TLACIHERS

The principles behind collaboraive wirk apply just as much to weachers as
o pupils. “T'wo teachers can help each other and learn a grear deal thrangh
oint desson-planning, alking over what happened anl cvaluating lessons
together. When a reading- or FSL-teacher is involved, however, the Jrart-
nership can be especially valuable, Our eoncerns Lo roeading and Language
development combing with and complemem the curricalar concerns of the
subject-teacher w everyoue's advantage. As a model for in-seivice work
therefore, collaburative teaching between support teachers and subject-1each-
ers has much to offer,
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