Download P4.2_3.0b ‘Talk activities’

Here are some ideas for encouraging pupils to use talk to make sense of the science they are being shown. As a science tutor all these techniques can be modelled with the trainees, both primary and secondary, during university or workshop sessions.

Showing a Video. Many secondary teachers use a worksheet to accompany a video. If we use the principle that pupils need to talk things through before they write, then why not give out the worksheet beforehand, but forbid the use of pens. Stop the video at two or three natural breaks and ask the pupils to answer the relevant questions orally using the ‘tell each other’ technique? This enables pupils to sort out their ideas in an easier language mode first, and takes less time so when the video restarts (promptly) they are all able to listen and watch.

You can then get them to return to their places, pick up their pens and complete the worksheet in silence at the end of the video.

I actually get the trainees to watch the start of a video for which I have made a worksheet, and model this for them.

Practical work Practical activity does not necessarily result in active learning. If the experiment is to be more than recipe following, pupils must know what to look out for, be involved in the planning and have a sense of purpose. Most of the active learning comes before and after the doing, because the actual mechanics of carrying out the practical activities absorb most of the pupil’s attention. Encourage trainees to identify why they are asking pupils to perform practical work, and to identify opportunities for talk. Again these can be modelled for the trainee teachers in science sessions:

   Get pupils to tell each other the purpose, the safety points, the things they must do before they actually start the activity.

   Get pupils to predict the outcome of an investigation, using ‘tell each other’ (especially when there is disagreement between pupils)

   Get groups of pupils to report verbally back to the rest of the class from a range of (practical) activities. As they are performing the investigation they can plan what they are to say and each group can then ‘teach’ their experiment or findings to the other groups in the class. They should report back ‘ex-tempore’ using notes, not a script.

Role-play. Getting pupils to act out being atoms, blood cells, bits of food we eat, etc. can be a powerful way of helping them internalise the scientific stories we tell them. Having acted these out, they are more able to write creatively about what they have done. However pupils who are actually engaged in the role-play don’t always see the full picture, so divide the class into two and have half watch (and criticise) – then swap to give them a turn. 

Argumentation Perhaps more than anything else students need time to present arguments and give evidence for and against the scientific issues that surround them. Evaluating such issues can be difficult – they need to assess whether the evidence is valid and reliable, to distinguish correlations from causes, and to recognise pseudo-science. Especially at KS4 (UK: ages 14-16) where there is now a renewed emphasis on How Science Works students need to have time to become involved – and that means they need to talk.
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