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ESOL Nexus professional development modules are intended to help 

teachers to develop in their role in a range of contexts. They have been 

written by expert practitioners and quality assured by a wider team. We 

hope that you will find this module useful. For other professional 

development opportunities, see

https://esol.britishcouncil.org/content/teachers/staff-room

This module is about building more active learning strategies throughout 

your ESOL teaching and learning in prison. It explores why you should use 

active learning and helps you consider ways of making learning and lesson 

activities more lively. This includes looking in detail at effective starts to 

lessons and drawing sessions to a close using plenaries to check learning.
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You can either work through the module at your own pace, or join with 

others to look at the content together which will allow sharing of ideas 

and more reflection.

If you are using this PDF on your computer you can type your reflections 

into the boxes provided, and save your progress for the next time you 

return to the module.
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This step will help you to answer the following questions:

• What is active learning?

• How can active learning benefit my learners?

• How can I make my teaching and learning more active?

What is active learning?

Active learning is a dynamic approach that

• engages learners and deepens involvement

• helps reinforce learning

• allows teachers to check that learning has taken place

Key features

• Active learning is a participative approach that involves learners in 

  finding out, solving problems, discussing and analysing rather than just  

  listening to a teacher.

• Research shows that by being ‘active’ and involved in the process, 

  learners are able to retain information and knowledge more effectively 

  and make links to existing knowledge. This helps learners make meaning 

  by developing concepts for themselves. It is usually more stimulating and 

  as a result of these factors, better understood and remembered. By 

  collaborating and sharing learning they can develop higher order 

  thinking skills. Teachers play a facilitation role rather than being the 

  instigator or feeder of knowledge.

Active learning
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• It can take place with individual, small or large group work. It is often 

  most effective when learners work together to undertake a task. In ESOL 

  classes active methods are essential i.e. pair/ group work. Adding to your 

  knowledge about this approach and to your repertoire of active learning 

  ideas will help you to become a more effective teacher.

• Passive learning, at the opposite end of the scale, is where learners 

  receive information but do not apply or practise what they have learnt, 

  for example reading a text or chapter of a book without processing or 

  engaging with the content to any extent e.g. by not completing a task.
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Activity 1 

Read this page from Geoff Petty’s website where he discusses active 

learning

Think about the passage you have read and answer the following 

questions. Give three reasons why active learning works effectively?

Think about teaching ESOL in a prison setting

Why might active learning approaches work effectively with your 

learners?

Click for suggested answers.
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Exploring active learning

Read

1.

2.

3.

1.

2.

3.

http://geoffpetty.com/for-teachers/active-learning/
http://geoffpetty.com/for-teachers/active-learning/
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Activity 2: the difference active learning 
      makes to learner achievement.

Extensive research by Professor John Hattie shows that challenging 

activities that offer learners opportunities to think about what they have 

learned and use and apply that knowledge, is highly effective. In 

comparing two like groups of learners, Hattie found that groups taught 

using active learning methods achieved higher test results than those 

taught using more traditional didactic, teacher-led methods.

Watch the following video clip.

Reflect on the implications of his research for ESOL learners. Think about 

learner engagement, ownership, challenge and stretch in your 

reflections.

7

Click for suggested answers.

http://www.teacherstoolbox.co.uk/blooms_taxonomy.html
http://www.teacherstoolbox.co.uk/blooms_taxonomy.html
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Positive responseObjection

Time 

Work required

Classroom culture

Learner resistance

Other reasons?

Activity 3

You have advocated active learning in your team meetings, but some 

colleagues are resistant to changing their teaching methods for ESOL.

Their objections include:

1. The time needed to adapt teaching methods.

2. The work required to create activities and resources to support active 

    learning. 

3. They are not sure it would work with prison learners.

4. Learners prefer working alone and doing reading and writing.

Note your responses here:

Click for suggested answers.
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Watch video

Click for suggested answers.

read say and do say and write hear see see and hear
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Activity 4: the pyramid of learning

Edgar Dale and Benjamin Bloom’s work has been summarised in the form 

of a ‘pyramid of learning’ showing the degrees effectiveness of different 

learning methods. It was based on assessing groups of learners who had 

used different learning methods after two weeks to see how much they 

had retained.

Watch this you tube video about active learning.

Write where you think the following methods fit on the pyramid.

An introduction to family learningLinking theory to practice

20%

10%

30%

50%

80%

95%

http://www.teacherstoolbox.co.uk/blooms_taxonomy.html
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Activity 5

How does the balance in your current teaching compare? What changes 

would you make? Write your thoughts below.
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Click for suggested answers.

Active learning approaches Passive learning

Active learning engages and involves learners in their learning.

Passive learning is where learners receive information but don’t need to 
do anything with it.

Activity 6: Active v passive learning

Have a look at the following teaching activities and think whether they 

involve active or passive teaching methods. Insert them into the 

columns according whether you think they are active or passive 

approaches.
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Copying from the board •
Hearing words •

Small group activity •
Reading •

Research •

Presentation by teacher • Question and answers session •

Watching a demonstration •

Practical work

Copying from the board

DictationGames / quizzes •
Looking at pictures

Projects •

Active and passive learning
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Activity 7: Introducing active learning in 
         your setting

What some ESOL teachers might say:

• ‘My learners refuse to work in a group.’

• ‘My learners prefer to work quietly on their own from a text book.’

• ‘My learners get uncontrollable when they do group activity.’

• ‘Quite often I get learners who don’t get on and refuse to talk to each 

   other in class.’

Read the following case study.

Krista, ESOL teacher: ‘Although I know the benefits of active learning, 

introducing these methods in prison can take time. With some new 

groups I have had to introduce active approaches more slowly and a little 

at a time. For example I get learners to work in pairs for short periods of 

time and gradually create longer tasks.

They gain greater confidence in speaking to other learners. I get them to 

check each other’s work and teach them language to give positive 

feedback.

Sometimes I have learners who enjoy working together and encourage a 

more reluctant learner to work with the group. This allows the reluctant 

learner to enjoy the benefits of group work with a group who confidently 

work together. I often ‘buddy up’ a new learner with one who has been in 

class a while. Once this is part of the class culture it happens naturally.

Some learners come from a different and more didactic learning cultures 

and may be unused to group learning and classroom interaction. They 

often lack confidence and find working with others threatening. I always 

use active starters that are easy, fun and help learners relax and perhaps 

have a laugh together. I use versions of the same starter so they get to 
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Pick out 3 strategies that Krista uses to promote active learning with 

more reluctant learners

Click for suggested answers

Like Krista, you may start with a more didactic approach initially as you 

get to know your learners and then build strategies to ensure that are 

more engaging and active.

know the format and become more confident in participating. I also make 

sure that the tasks enable them to see the progress they are making 

which helps motivation.

At times we get learners who really don’t want to be in education and can 

cause problems in the group at first. I might use less challenging methods 

for while, perhaps working alone (but still make the learning active!) to 

give them time to get to know me and the class and build their social skills. 

Finding out about the learner and relating work to their own interests or 

circumstances can help.

I make sure I get to know my learners, their needs and interests and use 

these to inform my planning. I have no doubt that active approaches are, 

in the long term, more effective as it ensures that learners use, think 

about, try out, analyse their language learning. I also use a few passive 

learning techniques where appropriate – a range of styles and approaches 

is important in the ESOL classroom.’
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Activity 8

Look back at the activities you identified in activity 6.. How could you 

turn passive learning approaches into active ones?

- Cut the text into sentences or 
  paragraphs for learners to 
  reassemble or a DARTS activity 
  (some great examples here and 
  here)
- Use the text to make a poster / news   
  article

Passive learning approach

e.g. reading

How I would make it active

https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/article/interacting-texts-directed-activities-related-texts-darts
http://www.swanseagfl.gov.uk/literacy/res/lang_across_curr/DARTS_Information_booklet.pdf
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This step will help you to answer the following questions:

• How can I ensure my long term planning (scheme of work) supports 

   active learning? 

• How can I plan active lessons?

• How can you deal with resistance from learners used to traditional 

   didactic approaches?

A great scheme of work:

• has a range of approaches including active learning, differentiation and 

  individual learning

• shows what will be taught when, but also gives suggested activities for 

  each topic or learning objective

• includes strategies to teach skills

• plans variety in from the start with a balance of skills and approaches

• allows the opportunity for sharing: a scheme of work can be adapted and

  improved by teams of staff working collaboratively.

Learners from cultures where education systems use traditional 

teacher-led approaches may find active learning more challenging. This 

step will also help you consider how to introduce active learning in ways 

that take cultural barriers into account, including those in prison culture.

The content you use for developing language can help the process of 

introducing more active methods. For example, many ESOL learners can 

benefit from improving numeracy skills. Section C explores how you can 

combine numeracy and language learning to accelerate progress in both 

areas, demonstrate the effectiveness of active learning and develop the 

skills learners will need when released.
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Planning for active learning
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It is best to start thinking about the active learning methods you are 

going to use at the long term planning stage i.e. when producing your 

scheme of work. Doing this as a team or even with just one other 

colleague will help generate more ideas. Be adventurous and experiment 

with new activities.

In addition to including the strategies you will use, your scheme of work 

should demonstrate an appropriate balance of time spent on: different 

skills such as spelling, grammar, speaking and listening, reading and 

writing; differentiation by activity or outcome; progress review and the 

scaffolding needed to move to the next level.

An active scheme of work will also incorporate wider skills, such as 

embedding maths, cultural awareness and ICT (which may be challenging 

in your setting). Collaborating with your teaching team in the prison will 

help you achieve a broadly based range of activities as everyone adds 

ideas into the scheme.

16

Planning for active learning
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Topic from
Scheme of work

Suggestion for an active
learning activity

My ideas for active
learning activities

17

Activity 9

The topics in below have been taken from the first four weeks of the 

Manchester College’s Entry 1 ESOL scheme of  work:

We have suggested an active learning activity for each topic. What 

other activities can you think of? Add them to the third column.
Resource

‘Find someone who..’ 
activity: learners circulate 
and find information from 
others with a prompt list 
e.g. favourite food, 
interests, which block they 
are on.

Personal information 
(Week 1)

Present simple 
positive/negative verb 
“to be” (Week 2)

Daily routine (Week 2)

Introduction/ induction 
(Week 1)

One learner thinks of a 
person in the class and the 
others ask simple questions 
to guess who it is.

Make a bingo game with 
contracted and non- 
contracted versions of the 
verb ‘to be’. This gives 
opportunities to see, say, 
hear.

Make cards with ‘wh’ 
question words. Learners 
take turns at picking up a 
card and using the word to 
ask the person on their left 
a question.

https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlc29sNGFkdWx0c3xneDo2ZTFmM2Y2YzQ1YWZlNzAz
https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxlc29sNGFkdWx0c3xneDo2ZTFmM2Y2YzQ1YWZlNzAz
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The culture and environment of prisons influences and affects prison 

education. For example a compulsory order to attend education will 

influence learner attitudes to study. Prison regimes can also reinforce 

passive learning preferences as learners become institutionalised.

Learners who are used to very didactic approaches can find active learn-

ing too new and challenging. Cultural differences in teacher/ learner 

relationships will also affect the way learners behave in interactions with 

you. An understanding of these factors is necessary to help you to create 

a positive and active learning environment for all of your learners.
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Challenging and changing learner attitudes to active learning
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Click for suggested answers

Activity 10: overcoming cultural barriers

You have a group where some learners are used to a teacher led didactic 

approach to learning and some are reluctant to join in with group activity.

Think of four possible ways you could break down resistance to more 

interactive work in the classroom.

Activity 11: using cultural differences to 
           support learning

Now read Tips for Teaching Conversation in the Multilingual ESL 

Classroom by a teacher who does not view cultural differences as a 

problem but uses a variety of meaningful activities that empower learners 

and helps them understand each other better. How could you use her 

strategies in your classroom ?

http://iteslj.org/Techniques/Pulick-Conversation.html
http://iteslj.org/Techniques/Pulick-Conversation.html
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You have considered the value of prioritising active learning strategies in 

schemes of work and how to encourage colleagues and learners to take 

them on board. This section explores the process of planning active 

lessons.

Step 1 Lesson aims and objectives

• Think about what you want your learners to be able to do by the end of 

   the session.

Step 2 Plan your teaching and learning activities

• What activities, that are both active and effective, will ensure you 

  achieve your objectives?

Step 3 Assessing learning

• How will you check learning has taken place both during the session and 

   at the end of the session

• How can you ensure learners are actively involved checking learning?

Planning active lessons
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Watch video

Resource

St
e

p
 2

c
21

Activity 12: choosing active learning 
          strategies

Thinking about your next lesson, visit this British Council site , which has 

examples of active learning activities for different levels. Some are for 

young learners but are easily adaptable for adults. Find at least two that 

you could adapt for your learners.

Embedding ESOL in other subjects of relevance to learners can make 

learning more meaningful and engaging. For example, numeracy and 

the language of maths lend themselves to active learning strategies. 

Some ESOL learners have high-level maths skills but lack the language 

to demonstrate them in English, while others lack the basic numeracy 

skills needed for life and work both inside and outside prison. Combining 

ESOL and numeracy offers plenty of opportunities for developing a 

variety of problem-solving, kinaesthetic and practical short activities to 

engage learners and encourage paired and group activity.

Furthermore, maths is relevant to prison life: for gym activities, ordering 

and budgeting from the canteen sheet, in workshop settings as well as 

many other day to day functions. It can also lead to qualifications which 

could add to the motivational value of numeracy activities.

http://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/activities
http://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/activities
http://www.teacherstoolbox.co.uk/expectancy_value.html
http://www.teacherstoolbox.co.uk/expectancy_value.html
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Activity 13: ESOL and numeracy

Read this article : Numeracy as a Second or Other Language in the ESOL 

Classroom 

• Thinking of the ‘practical activities’ in the article, reflect on how you 

   could actively incorporate and embed some maths activities into your 

   language classes by adapting the ideas and suggestions in this 

   section.

Click for suggested answers

Examples of topics that you can include in ESOL lessons in prison 

include:

• vocabulary for maths

• managing money in prison

• comparing prices and budgeting on the canteen sheet

• budgeting and keeping track of spending

• telling the time and time management e.g. preparing for life outside.

Activity 14

Using the canteen sheet in your prison, (or click here for an example 

from another prison) design 3 activities using the examples above. 

Share these ideas with a colleague.

1.

2.

3.

http://esol.britishcouncil.org/content/teachers/staff-room/teaching-articles/numeracy-second-or-other-language-esol-classroom
http://esol.britishcouncil.org/content/teachers/staff-room/teaching-articles/numeracy-second-or-other-language-esol-classroom
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Brilliant beginnings and effective endings

This step will help you to answer the following questions:

• Why is a good start to the lesson important?

• What do I need to consider when I plan a starter activity?

• Why is the ending of a class so important?

• How to make a good, active ending to support learning?

• What activities work well in plenaries?

A good start to your session is key to establishing:

• the relationship you and your learners will have on that day, at that time 

   and build your rapport with them

• a good routine for starting the lesson and clear expectations for the 

  session

• a point to meet and greet all your learners: there is always a lot going on 

   in prison and it is important your learners know you care about and are 

   interested in them

• a working relationship with learners that helps them recognise the 

   importance of learning and that you value their achievements and 

  progress.

An effective final plenary is equally important. It allows you and your 

learners to:

• revisit and consolidate learning objectives for the class and individuals

• recall, summarise and use the learning content

• link the learning to practical applications such as freer practice and 

  other subjects

• evaluate the effectiveness of the lesson
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Activity 15

A. Why is a clear and focussed start to a lesson important? Reflect on 

this question and note down some of your thoughts.

B. Good plenaries are essential to any lesson. They allow you and your 

learners to monitor progress during the session as well as at the end .

Resource

24
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• reflect on and review their learning and progress

• provide feedback to identify where improvement is needed

• provide links to the next lesson.

• Follow this link to explore a synopsis of important features of a plenary.

https://outstanding-lessons.wikispaces.com/file/view/Plenary+sessions.doc
https://outstanding-lessons.wikispaces.com/file/view/Plenary+sessions.doc
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Activity 16

Read the case studies below to see how these teachers use starters in 

their classes and then answer the questions below.

Ravi, ESOL teacher: ‘I use a range of starter activities in my class. Often 

my learners are lethargic and come into class with little energy and 

motivation. I use a quick and simple activities involving movement that 

may also be competitive to help energise them and engage with me and 

their classmates. Starter activities are useful to me in lessons to help get 

the learners working together. They can help the group become 

established especially in a prison environment where learners often 

change frequently because of the nature of prison life. A good starter 

helps my learners get to know each other better and to energise the 

start of the class.’

Nina, ESOL teacher: ‘I’ve got a lot of younger learners in my prison class. 

They can be very lively when they arrive at class. They are full of energy 

and can be loud. I have starter activities – a puzzle, drawing or sorting 

task, ready on the tables as they arrive, to calm them and help them 

settle. Sometimes I use a quiet activity that involves them all and helps 

them to focus on the content for the lesson. On other occasions I will use 

a starter that requires them to work individually. It depends on the mood 

they arrive in, so I have to have a range of starters ready to use.’

Baz, ESOL teacher: ‘I use starter activities to make an enjoyable, fun link 

into the main learning activity. For example if I am going to work on a 

spelling pattern, I might use a quiz or bingo game that explores spelling 

patterns. The starter activity is a time for my learners to settle into class 

and begin to enjoy the lesson. It also helps get them thinking and draws 

them into the learning process, so for me a good starter is vital first step.’

25

What makes an effective starter or opening activity?
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Steve ESOL teacher: ‘My learners are progressing well with their language 

skills and enjoy their ESOL classes. I’m aware that many of my learners 

need to build better maths skills. For the last month I’ve been using 

number starters to fire up their interest in maths. I’ve used lots of short fun 

number puzzles and others that introduce some of the language of maths. 

I worked with our specialist maths teacher to build a bank of maths

starters we can all share. It’s been great!’



Ravi, ESOL teacher: ‘I use a range of starter activities in my class. Often 

my learners are lethargic and come into class with little energy and 

motivation. I use a quick and simple activities involving movement that 

may also be competitive to help energise them and engage with me and 

their classmates. Starter activities are useful to me in lessons to help get 

the learners working together. They can help the group become 

established especially in a prison environment where learners often 

change frequently because of the nature of prison life. A good starter 

helps my learners get to know each other better and to energise the 

start of the class.’

Nina, ESOL teacher: ‘I’ve got a lot of younger learners in my prison class. 

They can be very lively when they arrive at class. They are full of energy 

and can be loud. I have starter activities – a puzzle, drawing or sorting 

task, ready on the tables as they arrive, to calm them and help them 

settle. Sometimes I use a quiet activity that involves them all and helps 

them to focus on the content for the lesson. On other occasions I will use 

a starter that requires them to work individually. It depends on the mood 

they arrive in, so I have to have a range of starters ready to use.’

Baz, ESOL teacher: ‘I use starter activities to make an enjoyable, fun link 

into the main learning activity. For example if I am going to work on a 

spelling pattern, I might use a quiz or bingo game that explores spelling 

patterns. The starter activity is a time for my learners to settle into class 

and begin to enjoy the lesson. It also helps get them thinking and draws 

them into the learning process, so for me a good starter is vital first step.’
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1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

16a Read the reasons why the teachers above use starters in their 

classes and make a list of the 5 most important reasons why you think a 

starter is useful .

16b Which of the following possible starter activities below would you 

suggest to each of the teachers in the case studies?

Starter 1: make the number

All learners have a number between 0 and 9 in large font on A4 paper.

Learners need to arrange themselves in a line as a class to form a 

number according to teacher’s instructions e.g. numerical order 

(ascending and descending) largest number, smallest number, to make 

an odd number/ even numbers, etc.

Steve ESOL teacher: ‘My learners are progressing well with their language 

skills and enjoy their ESOL classes. I’m aware that many of my learners 

need to build better maths skills. For the last month I’ve been using 

number starters to fire up their interest in maths. I’ve used lots of short fun 

number puzzles and others that introduce some of the language of maths. 

I worked with our specialist maths teacher to build a bank of maths

starters we can all share. It’s been great!’



esol.britishcouncil.org

27
St

e
p

 3
a

Starter 2: same and different 
(gets learners moving around – use if safe to do so)

Find and stand next to someone in the class who likes the same hobby 

as you, the same music/ TV programmes/ sport; has the same coloured 

hair; is wearing something the same colour... the options are numerous. 

Swap it around to find someone that likes something different.

Adapt the instructions as written cards for more advanced learners.

Starter 3: jigsaw squares

For each group of 3 to 4 learners cut a 10 cm square of paper into 6 

pieces. Each can be of different shapes. Give a cut up square to each 

group and tell them to remake the square without talking.

Alternatively, 1 learner from the team could put it together with the 

other learners explaining how to do it.

Starter 4: words in the hat.

Use a hat or box and put in slips of paper with vocabulary used in the 

last session. Learners take turns in pulling out a slip of paper and 

reading the word, then putting it into a sentence, drawing a picture, 

miming or giving a definition.

Click for suggested answers



esol.britishcouncil.org

Activity 17

Watch this you tube video and then answer the question 

below. Boost your teaching – Tips on Plenaries

How would you use a plenary in your next lesson to ensure 

that the lesson objectives have been achieved ?

Activity 18

Have a look at this video and then make a list of the different 

ways you can feedback to your learners. Use the ideas from 

the video and your own ideas:

28
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Why use plenaries?

Click for suggested answers

Watch video

Watch video

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CQx9sN3GaZo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CQx9sN3GaZo
http://elttraining.mdl2.com/mod/page/view.php?id=258
http://elttraining.mdl2.com/mod/page/view.php?id=258
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Activity 19

Explore these sites which give lots of ideas for warmers to use with your 

ESOL learners in prison: site 1 and site 2 .

Choose 3 or 4 to try out in your next sessions and note how they worked.

Here are 2 more sites to find some new ideas that you have not used 

before. Some of the sites use ideas for school children, but they can easily 

be used or adapted for older learners in an ESOL context: site 3 and site 4.

Activity 20

Take three ideas for a starter that you have not tried before. Adapt each 

one for one class of your ESOL learners. Now change the activity so it will 

work for a more able class working at a different level.

Share the ideas with your colleagues.

Find four effective plenary activities for a group of your ESOL learners. 

They may be designed to check learning and feedback after an activity as 

well as at the end of the session.

Share these ideas with your colleagues.
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Designing brilliant beginnings and excellent endings

1.

2.

3.

1.

2.

3.

4.

Resource

Resource

Resource

Resource

http://www.simplyesl.com/categories/esl-activities/esl-warmers.html
http://www.simplyesl.com/categories/esl-activities/esl-warmers.html
https://jenniferteacher.wordpress.com/2011/10/10/eslconversationstarters/
https://jenniferteacher.wordpress.com/2011/10/10/eslconversationstarters/
https://outstanding-lessons.wikispaces.com/Starters+and+Plenaries?responseToken=0d812219a4e05695ce7210aca8cbe7641
https://outstanding-lessons.wikispaces.com/Starters+and+Plenaries?responseToken=0d812219a4e05695ce7210aca8cbe7641
http://www.slideshare.net/mikegershon/the-plenary-producer-2264873
http://www.slideshare.net/mikegershon/the-plenary-producer-2264873
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In this module you have considered the importance of active learning 

strategies and how an active start and finish is so important to your ESOL 

classes in prison. Now spend a short time reflecting on what you have 

learnt.

Stage 1: What?

Consider what you want to remember about:

• active learning

• starters

• plenaries.

Stage 2: So what?

Reflect by considering your thoughts and feelings about the content in the 

module and making some notes.

What do you feel about using active learning approaches in your ESOL 

classroom and promoting your ideas with colleagues?

Have there been any changes in your thinking about using active learning 

at the beginnings and ending of your sessions?

How will what you have learnt affect the people you teach?

Stage 3: Now what?

How can you apply what you have learnt in this module to your own 

teaching context?

How will you apply your learning from the module?

What will you do in the classroom that you didn't do before?
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Activity 1 

Possible answers include:

• It’s better recalled, more relevant, enjoyed and understood.

• Allows a teacher to observe, listen and assess individual’s

understanding

• Helps learners make meaning, develop concepts and understanding

through engagement with the learning activities

• Includes collaborative activities that develop language learning and

social skills

• Allows learners to use language in realistic and relevant ways.

• Allows the teacher to identify misunderstandings and inaccuracies

• Encourages relevant methodologies to support learning

Activity 2

Learners are more engaged and learn more when challenged, but in 

ESOL you have to maintain balance between challenge and building on 

previous learning e.g. if using new vocabulary, it will need to be 

pre-taught. 

Staging is essential – preparing ground so learners can effectively carry 

out higher level tasks at the end of sessions: for ESOL this is often a freer 

practice such as speaking without prompts or writing without a frame. 
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Active learning approaches Passive learning

Question and answers session
Projects
Research
Dictation (challenge learners e.g. by 
practising grammar or spellings 
learnt. Make it more active by doing 
a ‘running’ dictation. Also get 
learners to peer correct)
Looking at pictures (learners have 
task e.g. describe, discuss and 
compare) 
Games / quizzes 
Small group activity 
Practical work

Presentation by teacher
Reading
Looking at pictures 
Copying from the board
Dictation
Watching a demonstration 
Hearing words

Activity 3

Activity 4

read 10%; hear 20%; see 30%; see and hear 50%; say and write 80%;
say and do 95%

Activity 6

Positive responseObjection

Time 

Work required

Classroom culture

Learner resistance

Can share development of resources/ planning with 
colleagues.
Resources can be collated online and made accessible 
to all staff.
Input can be done in an active manner e.g. by getting 
learners to work in pairs/small groups to discuss and 
share responses.
Eliciting as much as possible from learners and building 
on the language they know cuts down on preparation.

While learners may prefer working alone, research 
proves that this is ineffective in developing skills and 
knowledge, particularly communication. In an ESOL 
class ‘talk is work’. Therefore, opportunities to speak 
should be maximised.
Learner feedback states that they would like more 
speaking in class. Ofsted inspectors of ESOL say the 
same.

The initial time invested will pay off later on with better 
results. Well designed tasks can be tweaked and 
reused.

Lots of research proves this works. Changes can be 
introduced in small steps that demonstrate effective-
ness and increase motivation.
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Activity 7

• introduces active approaches more slowly and a little at a time.

• encourages a more reluctant learner to work with a confident group

• uses versions of the same starter

• addresses interests and needs

• enables learners to see progress.

Activity 10

Possible answers include:

• More ‘get to know you’ type activities that are repeated to build rapport 

   and get learners to use the active learning style.

• Take small steps to encourage paired work and time spent doing this

• Build group work with more willing learners and encourage more 

   reluctant learners to join in

• Use more gradual approach, building from pairs to small groups

• Make sure learners see their progress after active learning activities e.g. 

   by assessing learners before they do a task and communicating this with  

   them then showing how much better they do it the second time after 

   practice.

• If learners have enough language, explain the rationale in simple terms 

   i.e. you learn more by doing, 2 heads are better than 1, etc.

• If learning is fun, learners will want to take part.

Activity 13 You could:

• make (or get learners to make) number matching and sort cards

• take in empty food packaging / toiletry bottles and set problem solving 

   activities
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• use magazines and newspapers to look for offers and check meaning of

   vocabulary

• make glossary/ poster displays for maths vocabulary

• give learners a budget and get them to work out what they can buy from

   the prison canteen sheet (see Buying things in prison Teacher’s pack for

   more help).

Activity 16a

A good start is important as it can:

• engage and prepare learners for learning

• introduce the content for the session and/ or review previous learning

• stimulate thinking

• be a light hearted introduction to help motivate learners

• occupy early arrivers

• create space for learning away from the frustrations of their prison lives.

• give time to get things off their chest e.g. elicit own ideas and opinions 

   either whole group or in pairs, small groups

• energise e.g. competitive games; tasks that involve group work and/ or 

   moving.

Activity16b

1 = Steve 2 =Ravi 3 =Nina 4 = Baz
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Activity 18

• pair or group checking with teacher monitoring– no need for teacher-

   centred group feedback

• give out correct or model answers so learners can compare to their own 

   answers in pairs – best for reading or writing

• go back to lesson objectives to compare against what’s actually been  

   achieved

• feedback forms e.g. with smiley faces

• nominate learners in group feedback

• get learners to devise own quizzes to show own learning and check 

   others

• get learners to write or draw answers on mini whiteboards

• monitoring during activity (all skills) then teacher gives feedback to 

  group

• listen to learners doing freer practice and feedback with common errors 

  at the end

• record learners and get them to listen together and identify own errors

• swap written work with another learner or pair of learners

• use corrections code to show errors in written work

• use games such as back to the board to check learning

• record learning in notebook



esol.britishcouncil.org

36
Fu

rt
h

e
r 

re
ad

in
g

 a
n

d
 w

e
b

si
te

s

British Council, English Agenda seminars and webinars. 

Go to http://englishagenda.britishcouncil.org and type Active Learning in the 

search box

Doing things with sounds: Practical pronunciation activities for your class-

room

englishagenda.britishcouncil.org/seminars/doing-things-sounds-practical- 

pronunciation-activities-your-classroom

Creativity in teaching and learning: What, why, how?

http://englishagenda.britishcouncil.org/seminars/creativity-teaching-and-learning- 

what-why-how

ESOL Nexus Continuing professional development 

https://esol.britishcouncil.org/content/teachers/staff-room/continuing- 

professional-development

Jo Gakonga, ELT Training: lots of training videos 

http://elttraining.mdl2.com/mod/page/view.php?id=128

Geoff Petty, 

Active Learning http://geoffpetty.com/for-teachers/active-learning/ 

and Teachers toolbox http://www.teacherstoolbox.co.uk/

Alberta TESOL, Mindful learning, 

http://www.atesldocuments.com/cf/mindfulLearning

Intercultural Communicative Competence, 

http://www.atesldocuments.com/cf/icc 

Internet TESOL Journal, Games & Activities for the ESL/EFL Classroom 

http://iteslj.org/games/

Cara Pulick, 2005, Tips for Teaching Conversation in the Multilingual ESL 

Classroom http://iteslj.org/Techniques/Pulick-Conversation.html

http://englishagenda.britishcouncil.org
http://englishagenda.britishcouncil.org/seminars/doing-things-sounds-practical-pronunciation-activities-your-classroom
http://englishagenda.britishcouncil.org/seminars/doing-things-sounds-practical-pronunciation-activities-your-classroom
http://englishagenda.britishcouncil.org/seminars/creativity-teaching-and-learning-what-why-how
http://englishagenda.britishcouncil.org/seminars/creativity-teaching-and-learning-what-why-how
https://esol.britishcouncil.org/content/teachers/staff-room/continuing-professional-development
https://esol.britishcouncil.org/content/teachers/staff-room/continuing-professional-development
http://elttraining.mdl2.com/mod/page/view.php?id=128
http://geoffpetty.com/for-teachers/active-learning/
http://www.teacherstoolbox.co.uk
http://www.atesldocuments.com/cf/mindfulLearning
http://www.atesldocuments.com/cf/icc
http://iteslj.org/games/
http://iteslj.org/Techniques/Pulick-Conversation.html
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Yvonne Pratt-Johnson, 2006, Communicating Cross-Culturally: What Teach-

ers Should Know 

http://iteslj.org/Articles/Pratt-Johnson-CrossCultural.html

Chris O’Neal and Tershia Pinder-Grover, How can you incorporate active 

learning into the classroom? Center for Research on Learning and Teaching, 

University of Michigan, 

http://www.crlt.umich.edu/tstrategies/tsal

http://iteslj.org/Articles/Pratt-Johnson-CrossCultural.html
http://www.crlt.umich.edu/tstrategies/tsal
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