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Level up 
Lesson 
openers 

What is it? Application of this 
activity  

How does it help 
learners to make 
progress? 

Teacher reflections 
from this activity 

Awaken the 
senses 
 

 

 

 

 
  

One Chemistry teacher began an 
introductory lesson on acids and alkalis by 
asking her class if they wanted a spoonful 
of lemon juice.  None of her class were 
interested.  It will be too bitter they said.  
However once they had taken part in a 
Bush tucker trial where they were given 
bicarbonate of soda, they suddenly had a 
craving for the acidic lemon juice.  The 
class were then keen to learn about the 
chemistry behind how their taste buds 
had been strained to such extremes. 
  

Remembering lies at the heart of 
learning.  Psychologists talk about 
the importance of taste and smell for 
memory.  Starting a lesson in a novel 
way, exploiting a variety of senses 
also creates a valuable memorable 
hook that helps learners to recall the 
knowledge attached at a later date. 
Using a variety of senses when 
starting lesson can act as a great 
hook upon which to recap previous 
learning and/or connect it with new 
learning. 
 

In a typical week of lessons, 
which of your learners’ senses 
do you use most often? 
 
How often is taste, smell, touch 
used to stimulate new thinking 
and/or challenge learners to 
connect it to existing thinking? 
 
In lessons in the forthcoming 
week or so, how could you use a 
wider variety of senses to start 
a lesson? 

Tell a story 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We recall a great Geography lesson where 
story was used brilliantly.  It was last 
lesson on a humid Friday afternoon. 
Nevertheless the class became fascinated 
by the issue of migration across the 
Mexican-US border because of the story 
of this man.  Read it here:-  
http://bit.ly/R3uWzh  
Similarly a reception teacher used the 
story of Jack and the Beanstalk with her 
class as a basis for their learning over 
several days.  Each morning the class 
would arrive to find that Jack had left 
them messages or presents for the class 
to discover and use in their learning.  They 
were fascinated to find out what had been 
left for them each morning. 

Stories sell!  Just look at how 
advertisers use story so effectively to 
persuade people to buy their 
product or service.  Equally some 
teachers use the power of a story to 
sell new learning to their classes.  
Professor of psychology Daniel 
Willingham talks about ‘memory 
being the residue of thought’. If we 
want learners to remember what 
they have been learning about, then 
we have to find ways to make them 
think deeply about it.  Learners are 
familiar with the structure of stories 
and creating a narrative really helps 
learners to connect emotionally.   
 

How could you build story into 
your lesson openings? 
 
What situations or characters 
would your learners relate to? 
 
Could you use props, images, 
sounds to bring the story to life 
for learners? 

http://bit.ly/R3uWzh


© Andy Griffith and Mark Burns 

 

 Psychologists have coined the expression the ‘primacy effect’ for the way the human brain has an uncanny knack of having a higher level of recall of the first of a series of events than those in the middle.  If you 
want learners to remember the key messages from your lesson.  Make sure you use the ‘primacy effect’ to its full effect.  Equally a good lesson opening helps learners to easily link back to previous lessons. 
 
The ideas within this 4by4 come from teachers who have gone through the Outstanding Teaching Intervention (OTI).  To find out more about OTI or our other courses contact us at www.malit.org.uk 

On the ‘B’ of 
the ‘Bang’ 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Famously, GB Olympic 100m champion 
runner, Linford Christie talked about 
starting on the ‘B’ of the bang.   His 
intention was to gain an advantage on his 
rivals by getting a flying start.  Some 
teachers discover to their horror, having 
watched themselves on video, that almost 
the first ten minutes of the lesson is 
wasted. They would also often ruefully 
reflect on running out of time to finish off 
an important task towards the end of the 
lesson or rushing to finish the scheme of 
work at the end of term.  These teachers 
now have developed new routines so they 
don’t waste time at the start of lessons. 

There are two aspects to ensuring 
learning starts as soon as learners 
arrive in the room.  The first is to 
ensure that we, as teachers, have 
well developed habits and routines 
to ensure minimal time is wasted at 
the start of lessons.   
The second is that we have to ensure 
that our class(es) are trained so that 
they know what to do when they 
arrive in class.  It might be to re-draft 
work, pre-read content, scrutinise 
feedback comments and correct 
their work.  Alternatively it might be 
as simple as getting all of their 
equipment ready. 

How much time at the start of 
lessons is unproductive in your 
classroom?  Do you know? Why 
not take a stop watch.  Start it 
when the bell rings for the start 
of the lesson, stop it when you 
are ready to speak to the class 
as a group? 
 
How well trained are your 
class(es)?  How could you make 
more productive use of the start 
of lessons? 
 
 

 
Picture links 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  

We’ve seen many teachers who have 
engaged their classes the second they 
arrive in the room using images.  A GCSE 
History teacher typified this.  His class 
arrived to find a photo on the board.  It 
was a group of men in a human pyramid.  
Each of the men was dressed in identical 
uniform.  He then challenged the class to 
recall the learning from the previous 
lesson (the rise of the Nazi party in 1930s 
Germany) and make as many connections 
as they could with the photograph.  The 
feedback was fascinating and inspiring.  
Learners were creating metaphors using 
the photograph.  The teacher was 
astounded by the quality of the 
connections that the class made.  

Challenging learners to apply their 
learning to new situations; to use the 
image to create a metaphor or simile 
provides richer feedback to the 
teacher about what learners do and 
do not recall.  There are many great 
photos available for free from here:  
http://bit.ly/1jl7g3U 
There is another key benefit. 
A teacher that we worked with got 
into the habit of setting visual 
challenges for her class each lesson.  
She discovered that her classes 
started turning up more quickly at 
the beginning of the lesson.  They 
didn’t want to miss out on the 
challenges she set. 

How could you use images to 
help learners to link back to 
previous lessons? 
 
How might you use pictures to 
make links between different 
topics or concepts that learners 
are studying?  
 
Can you encourage learners to 
bring their own pictures to 
lessons and explain how they 
link with the topic at hand? 
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