The Plenary – last but not least

‘The plenary remains the weakest element of mathematics lessons, its impact often reduced by poor time management.  There is more to plenaries than asking pupils what they have done or learned, and “show and tell” sessions rarely engage the interest of other pupils.’

The National Numeracy Strategy: an interim evaluation by HMI.  Ofsted 2000.

The above report goes on to describe the best plenary sessions that were observed.  These:

· were pre-planned, with the teacher clear about what is to be achieved and how long this is likely to take – too short and little gets done; too long and pupils lose interest.

· confirmed what learning had taken place, making reference to the lessons objectives and drawing together the key points that pupils should know and be able to recall.

· contained the diagnosis of misconceptions (for example three correctly labelled and three incorrectly labelled angles on the board).

· reduced to a minimum disturbance in moving from the main part of the lesson to the plenary

· engaged the pupils in discussion

· contained short tasks that drew on the pupils knowledge

· looked forward to what pupils could do next – where appropriate homework was set.

The common plenary problem is that you run out of time.  Why does this happen?

Is the oral and mental starter too long? 

The children usually enjoy this part of the lesson and so the temptation is to carry on.  However try and limit it to only 5-10 minutes.

Are the children not ‘finishing’ the work set in the main part of the lesson?

You may need to think about how much you are asking the children to complete.

You might be expecting too much recording in a short space of time.  You need to decide whether children need to complete every given example to show understanding of a concept?  You may also need to consider how you are presenting work to children.  If you give out a worksheet there is a distinct start and finish.  However if children play a game, use dice to make their own numbers or try some examples from the board you are much more in control of when you want them to finish.

When there is no sense of urgency children (and adults!) will take their time.  One strategy is to give children regular reminders of time remaining and make your expectations of work to be completed very clear.  Another very successful strategy is to get them working in short bursts.  You can do this by asking them to complete just a few examples before you draw them all back together to discuss how they were completed.  This allows you to pick up errors and misconceptions and to adjust your lesson as necessary (they may need to try some easier examples or they may be ready to be challenged further).  By doing this you are introducing what is sometimes called ‘mid-session’ or ‘rolling’ plenaries.

It might be the case that you are planning more than you need to in order to ensure that children don’t finish all their work too early.  Older children will soon work out that their reward for finishing is to be given even more.  This will encourage some children to work more slowly.  Rather than giving children yet more work try making the last question open ended or simply ask children to create some examples of their own to challenge each other (or to challenge you).

Sometimes you may feel the children are so absorbed that you do not want to stop them.  Occasionally it may be appropriate to let them continue for a while and reduce the time of the plenary.  However a plenary of some sort should happen.  It is important that lessons are brought to a close and children are reminded of what they were learning and what they need to try and remember.

Does the lesson start late?

There are many reasons why lessons don’t start on time – assemblies overrun, children arrive late, an argument erupts, a child is upset and so on.  In some of these situations it would not be appropriate to launch straight into an oral and mental starter, for example, some reassurance to an upset child is needed before a lesson can begin.  However when the timing of a lesson is disrupted it should not just be the end of the lesson that suffers.  The balance of the lesson can probably be maintained by shortening each of the three parts of the lesson rather than starting at the beginning of the lesson and seeing how far through your plan you can get.  In other situations it is better to start a lesson on time.  If you set for mathematics or your lesson takes place after play you can wait forever for some children to get to the classroom and settle down.  It is much better to begin the lesson – that way any latecomers have an immediate focus and something to settle down to.

Are you unsure what to do and are avoiding it?

You might be a little unsure of what to do in a plenary.  Here is a checklist of possibilities.  You can:

· ask children to present and explain their work – if children explain or demonstrate an example they are doing more than ‘show and tell’;
· m
ark work done in the lesson – this should be more than a ticking exercise.  It is much more valuable to share just a few examples in detail with children explaining how they reached their answers.  Once again it is a good opportunity to look for misconceptions;

· question children, assess work informally, rectify misconceptions – this should be at the back of your mind throughout all mathematics lessons;

· g
eneralise a rule from examples generated by the class;

· remind children about lesson objectives and highlight progress – end the lesson on a positive note (even if the lesson was not a great success);

· d
raw together what has been learned – find out from the children what they think they’ve learned, what they found easy/difficult and what they need to try and remember;

· summarise key ideas and vocabulary – recap on what you hoped they would become better at and any key vocabulary relating to it;

· discuss problems that can now be solved – make those important links to other areas of maths and put the concept into a problem to see if they can still apply their learning; 

· make links to other work – it is important that children see how different areas of maths interrelate and also how maths can be used in other areas of the curriculum;

· discuss briefly what the class will go on to do next – reassure them if they found it hard that they will return to it later and let them know what their future learning will be;

· set homework if appropriate. 


Remember the three main purposes of the plenary are feedback, reflection and forward planning.  While plenaries should be planned do adapt them if the lesson doesn’t go according to plan.  After all you are not teaching the plan, the worksheet or the scheme you are teaching children.

