Goodbye to all that

Geoff Barton

Most English teachers reached the classroom by a familiar route:

A-level English at school, often led by a teacher who inspired us to study the subject at university;

(
an English degree mainly rooted in the literary heritage;

(
then (either immediately or following a brief excursion into a different career), a PGCE course that delivered us to the chalkface.

It can seem as effortless and as inevitable as Virgil’s journey from the Tracy lounge to the cockpit of Thunderbird Two.

Now we face the challenge of the National Literacy Strategy which requires knowledge that wasn’t necessarily part of our background. 

Like many of my contemporaries, my knowledge of grammar didn’t come from English but from French lessons. In English I think I may have ‘done’ adjectives and the odd spelling test, but it was a mostly literary upbringing based on a range of texts I’ve since forgotten.

And now I’m expected to teach pupils about subordinating conjunctions and textual cohesion.

I’m all for this. I’ve heard people carping about the way this is making English utilitarian and mechanical, but I don’t see it. The informal feedback from the NLS pilot schools is astonishing if the tales of active teaching and increased motivation – especially of boys – are to be believed (which I think they are).

Our challenge therefore is to embed all of this new knowledge, and this active approach to English, within our own teaching. 

My biggest source of frustration has always been analysis. Much English work has been based on this skill. We read a text, we talk about what it means, and then we explore the language. Whether in a KS3 test paper or an A-level Literature exam, the focus has been on a rather passive notion of dissecting a text.

The frustration is this: however fascinating I might find textual analysis (and I do – I happily sit at breakfast analysing the language used on cereal packets), many of my pupils don’t share the enthusiasm, and it can take a near-cabaret by me to make such activities work in class.

The NLS emphasis on writing should help. I’m finding that old-style analysis in my lessons is being replaced by something much more active and unpredictable. My students are exploring texts by messing around with them – editing, deleting words, adding adjectives, shifting the point of view. It’s not just standing back and admiring the text – it’s rolling up our sleeves and reworking it.

 Here’s the kind of thing we do:

· Take the opening paragraph of a thriller or ghost story. Change the narrative viewpoint. What happens if it’s told in the first person (I) or the third person (she); more interesting still, what id you make it the second person mode (you ….). That can build a really eerie sense of menace.

· Or take the tense and shift it to the past, present or future.

· Take the sentence style and recreate it as a list of simple sentences. Or rewrite it as an eyewitness report in an informal, colloquial style.

· Look at the level of description. Make the active verbs stative. Delete the adjectives. Remove any adverbs. What happens?

All of this can create a vibrant workshop atmosphere. Suddenly analysis is not about spotting features; it’s about rewriting, deleting and restructuring. We use big pieces of paper, highlighter pens, whiteboards and OHPs. Everyone reads bits out and I’m as involved in the process as my students.

The effect is an exploration of the effects of language that goes far deeper than analysis ever did for many students. We’re getting a feel for a writer’s style through active engagement with style and language. And – all the way through the process – we’re talking about effect. The key question throughout is : “what happens if …?”

This for me has been one of the major breakthroughs in working with texts over the past year or so. Suddenly they are a starting-point for active rewriting rather than passive reading. And the end result, I would argue, is students who are more motivated by the reading process and more attuned to the stylistic effects of writers’ decisions.

Perhaps one day they’ll think about becoming English teachers themselves.
Geoff Barton

To see resources you can use for active reading in the classroom, visit Geoff Barton’s personal website at www.geoffbarton.co.uk

