How can we teach Year 7 pupils to work creatively and independently across the curriculum?

Aims of the project
· To teach year 7 pupils how to access/retrieve information effectively

· To teach pupils strategies to assist them to work co-operatively

· To encourage pupils to transfer the skills learnt in other subjects

· To inspire pupils to work creatively

Context
The Grove School is an 11-18 rural comprehensive school with 1100 pupils and 70 Staff situated in rural north Shropshire.  The project was led by two members of staff initially as part of their BPRS (Best Practice Research Scholarship) research.  It focused on one class of 28 mixed ability Year 7 pupils in History, R.E., Science and English and culminated in a cross-curricular project in which pupils prepared a bid to be awarded the contract to build a world-class aquarium.  This project currently involves nine subject areas.

Summary of main outcomes
· Staff in the school no longer send pupils to the library with an unstructured task.  Students use the amended library permission slip which means they have had to think through the information retrieval process and so are better prepared.
· Pupils understand the need to work with other people and the roles that are required.
· Staff always group pupils; friendship groups for work situations are not encouraged. This ensures that pupils frequently practise ‘Relating to People’.
· Pupils were able to work more creatively because they had a structure that both defined the task clearly and provided steps that were easy to follow.
· Pupils gained confidence to work creatively and independently when they were explicitly taught the roles that are required for successful co-operation within a group.
· By disseminating the findings of our BPRS reports to the whole staff, we encouraged 13 members of staff to undertake a BPRS in 2003/2004. All proposals have a focus on an aspect of the RSA Competences. 
· The learning strategies that were developed and refined during our research related exactly to two of the five RSA Competences i.e. Managing Information and Relating to People.  This has since enabled the school teaching staff to translate the theories of the RSA Competences into practical teaching activities to use across the curriculum.

Background 
The main study took place over the period of one academic year (2002) and has been revisited and refined in subsequent years. Initially, two teachers, Ros Thomas (English Teacher and Key Stage 3 Co-ordinator)and Alison Parr (History and English Teacher) instigated the project but the majority of the school staff have since become involved with interests that cover a wide range of subject areas.  The project has been influenced by three major outside initiatives: the Best Practice Research Scholarship (BPRS); the Teachers International Professional Development (TIPD) programme; the Royal Society of Arts (RSA) Competences.  Ros undertook a BPRS in teaching information access/retrieval skills to Year 7 and Alison’s BPRS investigated how to improve the quality and quantity of writing in Year7.  Ros was then part of a TIPD visit to Cape Town, South Africa which focused on co-operative learning.  Both areas of information retrieval and co-operative learning fitted in with a whole school initiative that was investigating how to use the five RSA competences of Citizenship; Learning; Managing Information; Relating to People and Managing Information to improve the learning and skills in Key Stage 3.

Teaching processes and strategies
The research and development was based on three main learning frameworks or theories:

· How to retrieve information – the EXIT model as outlined in Section 10 of the Key Stage 3 National Strategy: Literacy across the Curriculum

· Co-operative Learning –  Johnson and Johnson 
· Thinking Skills – Mapping Mind ( Tony Buzan); Thinking Hats and Forced Analogy (Edward de Bono)

The EXIT model sets out 10 stages:

· activating of prior knowledge;

· establishing purposes;

· locating information;

· adopting an appropriate strategy;

· interacting with the text;

· monitoring understanding;

· making a record

· evaluating information

· assisting memory; and

· communicating information.

The Thinking Skills model involves symbolising a range of different approaches to problem solving symbolised by different coloured hats which pupils can actually or metaphorically put on when approaching problems:
· white hat symbolises a focus on data;

· red hat symbolises a focus on intuition and emotion;

· black hat symbolised potential negatives;

· yellow hat symbolises optimism;

· green hat symbolises creativity; and

· blue hat symbolises process control.

We took these different theories and translated them into classroom practice through five clearly defined projects. Each project sought to develop a strategy to overcome a ‘problem’ in the curriculum. We defined the problem, addressed the theories surrounding it, devised practical classroom activities that pupils will be able to understand and enjoy, implemented them, reviewed them, adjusted our practice and collated the evidence.        

HISTORY 

The Castle Project – Information Retrieval
We began the research in a series of History lessons and gave the Year 7 class a clearly defined task, using the framework of GASP (Genre; Audience; Subject; Purpose), i.e. they were to produce a leaflet (Genre); for Year 7 pupils (Audience); about Castles in Medieval times (Subject); to inform (Purpose). 
This framework helped the teachers to set a well structured task which the students could easily deconstruct and understand.  We continued to use this framework throughout the project.  In order to help students to access/retrieve the necessary information, we adapted the four stages of research skills as outlined in the EXIT model in Section 10 of the Key Stage 3 National Strategy: Literacy across the Curriculum and developed Ten Steps.  
This then became The Road to Knowledge, a visual representation of the information retrieval process as a journey with each step illustrated by a STOP sign, the relevant question (e.g. What questions do I need to ask?) and the cartoon character “Ed” ( Mr Ed U. Cation).  To aid the memory still further, each “Ed” is represented in a different colour with the sequence following the seven colours of the rainbow followed by bronze, silver and gold.  This Road to Knowledge was developed into a wall display which now appears in the Library and many classrooms around the school.  We also addressed the assumption that pupils have certain skills which are vital to undertaking learning activities such as information retrieval, e.g. note taking.   We therefore explicitly taught this skill in the first lesson so that the research process did not have to be interrupted.

R.E.

 The Parables – Relating to People / Cooperative Learning

We then moved to R.E. where the students were set a new task: Genre: a dramatic representation; Audience: Year 7 pupils; Subject: a parable of Jesus; Purpose: to explain and inform.  Pupils had to use The Road to Knowledge to research the parable and its meaning and this time we introduced the idea of co-operative learning.  The class was divided into mixed ability groups by the teacher and we taught them about the roles that each needed to play within the group : Reporter; Harmoniser; Organiser and Gatekeeper.  This is based on the concept of co-operative learning where each member of the group is responsible not only for their own learning but also for the learning of the group.  Each role was discussed and their responsibilities outlined and at the end of each lesson, the group was awarded points by the teacher which they then had to allocate to each person according to the individual’s contribution.  

SCIENCE 

The Planets – Information Retrieval
In Science, the group had a further opportunity to use “The Road” for independent research.  The task was: Genre: a tourist leaflet; Audience: teachers; Subject: a planet; Purpose: to inform, persuade and entertain.  Students were invited to add a touch of humour and imagination as they had to persuade teachers to go on holiday to their chosen planet.  The task enabled teachers to reinforce the information retrieval skills already practised and also to provide progression by teaching the higher level skill of synthesising (drawing together) information from more than one source.

The History Day – Relating to People

The History Day was an opportunity to take the ideas developed in RE one stage further and develop teaching activities that would help our pupils to ‘Relate to People’.  Our research had shown us that successful cooperative learning does not just happen, it has to be taught.  However, when it is taught the results improved enormously.  We taught ‘Relating to People’ by revising the roles and responsibilities of the Harmoniser, the Gatekeeper, the Reporter and the Organiser and encouraged pupils to write on the whiteboard what their role looked like and sounded like.  We had comments from the Organisers like ‘I said:” Let’s tidy the table” or “Look at the back of the postcard”. By verbalising and visually representing these roles, we were encouraging our pupils to think.  The content of the History Day was a local History study.  All of the activities were very carefully devised to ensure that the pupils’ preferred learning styles were accommodated.

The Blue Planet Project – incorporating the learning theories of Information Retrieval (Managing Information); Co-operative Learning (Relating to People) & Thinking Skills (Learning)

The year’s work culminated in The Blue Planet Project, an opportunity for pupils and staff to be truly creative and to demonstrate that the year’s work had resulted in the pupils being able to act as independent learners. The task was: Genre: a presentation (not specific – could be dramatic, power point presentation, verbal etc); Audience: Local Authority fund holders (Teachers masquerading as important people!); Subject: bid to build a new local aquarium; Purpose: to persuade and inform. This project was an opportunity for groups of pupils to organise themselves, think through the project, conduct their own research, choose how to make their own presentation and delegate the tasks according to their own criteria.  Initial help in narrowing down pupils’ ideas was given through an introduction to thinking skills. Groups either Mind Mapped, wore Thinking Hats or took part in a Forced Analogy.  Our research showed that Forced Analogy produced the most creative ideas; pupils using the Thinking Hats had thought through most aspects of the project and the Mind Mappers were the most organised.

Findings

GASP: This framework for structuring each task provided staff with a method of defining and structuring an extended task with which pupils became familiar.  It linked closely with Literacy across the curriculum and enabled pupils to put into practice what they had learned about how to adapt their writing to suit particular genres and audiences.

The Road to Knowledge, a practical, visually stimulating resource, suited different preferred learning styles for example: 
· each colourful “Ed” carried a representation of the question being explored;
· kinaesthetic learners were able to move “Ed’s” around; and

· a floor presentation that had been developed enabled less able learners to “walk the Road”.  
The order of the colours also offered a useful mnemonic.

Relating to People / Co-operative learning gave us a different way of approaching tasks with pupils. Cooperative Learning put the responsibility upon pupils so that possible concerns or moans that “we do all the work for our pupils and they give very little back” were pre-empted. 

When teaching Cooperative Learning, we followed the principles of Morton Deutsch (Social Interdependence Theory) that emphasised that “You (the pupil) are responsible for your own learning and you are responsible for the learning of others.”  We had to teach and model what being responsible for your own and others’ learning means very carefully; when we did this, it was very successful in raising motivation and encouraging pupils to become more independent learners. 

RSA Competences: The successful introduction of this whole school initiative was partly attributed to the fact that staff were already familiar with the language and strategies following the dissemination of our research findings. Other strategies that helped to generate whole school support included:
· illustrating theory in its practical context; and

· modelling use of theory in our own practice.
Rather than starting with theory, we started by translating the competences into practical classroom activities. Perhaps more importantly, colleagues had witnessed how energised we had become as a result of taking part in research-led teaching which helped to encourage staff to become involved. A welcome result of this was the change in culture amongst the teaching staff : eleven more staff willingly undertook BPRS and four staff embarked upon another TIPD, this time to Vienna.
Research methods 
The Year 7 class was a mixed ability, mixed gender group and was representative of the other seven groups in the Year group. Initially our BPRS research was focused upon Information Retrieval and the quality and quantity of non-fiction written work, but as the year progressed, it became obvious that we were becoming involved in so many different ideas that we had to investigate them in more depth in separate research assignments (for our MAs) including Co-operative Learning, Thinking Skills and Learning styles. 

Data were collected through teacher observation; transcribed interviews (conducted by Ros Thomas and Alison Parr on a one-to-one basis); questionnaires by pupils and staff; pupil self-assessment sheets and written assignments completed before and after the intervention.  This enabled us to develop clear understandings about the particular teaching/ learning process that was being investigated. The resulting evidence provided the basis for evaluating and refining the intervention strategies and ensured the link between theory, research and improved practice leading in turn to improved pupil achievement.

Conclusions
· In order for skills to be transferred across the curriculum, students need a framework that is common to all subject areas and staff need to be trained to use and to implement them

· Staff need to be very aware of what students are being taught in other curriculum areas, and how they are taught.
· Skills that teachers might have assumed pupils have, need to be explicitly TAUGHT.

· A school needs a large cohort of staff who are prepared to study and experiment with the new ideas and to report back and share their findings.

Suggestions for further reading
Department for Education and Employment (2001, Key Stage 3 National Strategy: Literacy across the Curriculum, Ref: DfEE 0235/2001

Wray D. Lewis M. (1997) Extending Literacy: Children Reading and Writing Non-fiction, London: Routledge

Thinking Hats and Forced Analogy -de Bono website

Buzan T.Mind Maps for Kids (2003) Thorsons 

Johnson, D and Johnson R.  (1975) Learning Together and Alone. Co-operation, Competition and Individualisation. Prentice Hall Inc
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