“I’ve started so I’ll finish” – starters and plenaries in history teaching
This guidance focus on what we might call “Big Starters” and “Big Plenaries” i.e. how we start and conclude enquiries (coherent sequences of lessons) not just individual lessons.  Of course many of the points apply for individual lessons, but with those “Small Starters” and “Small Plenaries” there is more attention to e.g. linking learning and checking that main ideas and content is secure even if not yet applied in a final coherent format.

I am not discussing what I may call “Settlers” rather than “Starters” i.e. the activities that we use to get a class settled calmly.  The starter may play a part in this, but be sure that your starter (especially a “Big Starter”) gets full, active attention of all the class: too often pupils are still writing a heading or a Learning Objective when you are seeking to get the learning going.
Good starters provide …


Direction – pupils know where the learning is going


Challenge – pupils know that they will need to think sharply


Tone – pupils sense the “feel” of the period or issue being studied


Engagement – pupils care: the “goals” of the learning are their goals!

The DNA of the whole enquiry should, ideally, be apparent in the starter.  Never start an enquiry without being very clear what the whole thing is about.  You may well need to plan the starter at the end of the planning process.





Good plenaries (final products) will allow you to …


check knowledge – not just details, but the wider context

check understanding – of the key concept

gauge enthusiasm – so you can adjust accordingly

link to earlier / later learning – so they see how the course is coherent


develop metacognition – ie help them to know what they know / can do
You may choose to make the end product explicit to pupils at the very start – which would shape the starter itself, of course.  (e.g. “You’ve really understood what the BBC was trying to do with that TV trailer … and by the end of this enquiry you will have planned your own”).  Even if you do not (perhaps because you judge that it would overload the starter, or detract from the drama), you do need to know what the pupils will do at the end and let them in on this as soon as seems wise.  (NB If you want to give them choice about the form of the final product, you still need to be really clear on what the criteria for success are whether they choose to express the ideas through writing, drama, IT etc).
Modelling the process of creating the product (and/or de-constructing  an example) is important and reassures the learners.

Whatever you choose to round off the enquiry, all good history activities (written, spoken, performed, created) will involve …

Choosing – Leaving things out (often the hardest part!)

Using – Applying effectively to support a point


Organising – Structuring the description / argument / analysis


“Styling” – ie adjusting the language / style according to context

(If your final product doesn’t need these, it’s probably not good history).

Many history teachers now try to ensure that the “products” they get pupils to create truly reflect the work done by historians.  (Or work on which historians may advise eg not drawing a poster / web page, but providing a detailed brief to a designer on what the poster / web page should convey and how it might be done).  A separate list of these is provided at the end of this guidance.

Some related reading:
· Teaching History 104, “Move Me On” 
· Teaching History 105, “Initial Stimulus Material” (Rob Phillips)
· Teaching History 112 – Professional Wrestling in the history department (Jamie Byrom and Michael Riley)
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Pupils’ needs





The best starters are pitched here ie introducing the content and the concept in ways that match the needs of the pupils at that point.





CONTENT


Exploit the “Power of the Particular”:


People


Places


Moments


Cliffhangers


Build / Use your own subject knowledge


Don’t overestimate pupils’ knowledge eg by building the starter around a “Suffragette” when they don’t what these were yet.





CONCEPTUAL FOCUS


Ie history’s key concepts and processes as set out in National Curriculum, GCSE etc.  But …


Use your subject expertise to “play” with more refined aspects eg


Mixed motives of people


Unintended consequences


Sufficiency of evidence





PUPILS’ NEEDS


Use Assessment for Learning principles to establish …


Misconceptions


Gaps in knowledge


Next steps


Moods and behaviour











