Penny Ur on Working with large heterogeneous classes:  webinar 5 May 2011

Notes by Dorothy Thwaite

Definition of a large class according to Penny is over 30 Ls.  In Africa/India large = 80-100 Ls.

A number is meaningless. A large class is one where there are so many learners that you feel you can’t attend to individuals, can’t get contributions from everyone.

As soon as you have 2 learners you have a heterogeneous class.  It’s the large that makes it a challenge.

NB (me) Our classes have a certain heterogeneity in that the purpose for learning English is to function in an English speaking society (not, for example, to use Eng as an International Language, where native-like pronunciation isn’t the same issue).
A lot of materials (e.g. course books) are homogeneous – written for the “ideal” student.

Advantages of a large heterogeneous class

1. More Ls get to learn English!

2. more educational aspects e.g. tolerance, respect, cooperation, mutual help

3. a realistic reflection of society

4. richer personal resources from a diverse group e.g. in discussions

5. Research shows that it’s good for teacher development (me: really!)
Things that can help (“tweaking strategies” that will extend access to different Ls)
1. Keeping up motivation – variation, interest (e.g. game, competition, time limit, goals plus obstacles, higher order thinking skills)

2. Reaching the individual – individualisation, personalisation, collaboration
3. Providing for learning at different levels e.g. open ending, cues if necessary to get lots of right answers e.g. brainstorming
It’s inevitable that some students are neglected. Just make sure it’s not the same students.
Practical ideas that can help
1. Variety

· Give 2 attempts at the same activity (e.g. making qus from a picture). Students aim to beat their own record the 2nd time (they usually do). (me: the webinar participants tried this and it worked well)
· Use higher order thinking skills (in particular, consider the importance of real questions rather than display questions)
2. Individualisation

· Allow for individual variation in speed and level, even within a teacher-led exercise e.g.

            Ls choose where to start;   Ls choose which qus to answer
· Start with individual work (at own pace) then full class working together, or vice versa.
· Give a time limit rather than  a quantity-of-work  limit (10 minutes rather than 10 lines)

Personalisation

· Allow for reflections of personal taste e.g. my favourite....,   I remember.....
Collaboration

· Make sure that the task is better done by a group than by an individual  e.g. brainstorming, memory based activity rather than a grammar exercise
3. Open-ending

This technique gets more L answers with each question – better for large classes and Ls can respond at different levels. 
· Make closed-ended (e.g. textbook) exercises into open-ended e.g.
Textbook:  Put the verb into the past simple        She ______ early (leave)

Do this as is, then invite Ls to complete the sentence   

She left _________ or her _______ early 
NB This is also useful for collocations (e.g. He made_________ might elicit, He made up his mind / a decision / a mistake)
· Encourage lateral thinking with exs like

- Think of 10 ways to compare a tree and a piece of spaghetti

- Think of 5 disadvantages which could be turned into advantages

· Give compulsory- plus- optional tasks

Give a core task for everyone and something extra which is optional. 

e.g. Do at least 5 examples / Do at least numbers 1-3 / find at least 3 things to go into each column)
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