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About me
International Education 
Consultant, specialising in ELT
▪ Writing coursebooks, self-study 

books & teacher development 
materials 

▪ Teacher training

▪ Materials development (offline & 
online)

▪ Educational research 

▪ Podcasting 

Experience includes: Palestine, 
Lebanon, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, 
Tunisia, Nigeria, Somaliland, 
Nepal and India. 
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Physical 
space





Seating – traditional 
arrangements



Your layout here
– or get your students to 
arrange the classroom as 
they want 

Sowton, C. (2021), Teaching 
in Challenging Circumstances

Mirror U / Double U Inside out

Islands
Family table / 

Boardroom

Rearranging the classroom seating



Doing more whole class activities 



Democratising space 

Getting rid of hierarchies 
• Do you need a teacher’s desk?

• Are there ‘best places’ to sit? If so, do 
the same students sit there? 

• Are seating arrangements inclusive?

Letting students co-own the 
space
• Letting students curate the pictures 

and posters on the classroom walls;

• Zoning – e.g. creating a reading / 
‘student only’ area;

• Creating safe spaces so that students 
can self-regulate.



Mixing the 
physical and 
the digital 

Why?
• Helps transition from COVID-era learning;
• Enables students to become more 

independent learners;
• Prepares students more authentically for 

the workplaces of the future;
• Provides teachers with more time to give 

F2F support to students who need it. 

What?
• Writing tasks are more authentic;
• Creates a digital record of speaking / 

writing;
• Enables better task repetition;
• Provides a source of meaningful,     

relevant, authentic texts.



Mental 
space



“Though it is appealing as an 

idea, the build back better 

‘framework’ is a little opaque … 

It has necessarily evolved as a 

reaction to, and in support of 

responses to, all types of 

disaster.” (Anna Riggall) 

“Build Back Better”



COVID has presented us 

with the mental space to 

reflect deeply on many 

aspects of our lives – the 

relationship which we have 

individually and as a species 

with the environment, our 

relationships with our friends 

and family, and within 

educational systems … 

▪ What is 

education for?

▪ What is the best 

way of realizing 

this vision?



Educational 
leviathans

Features of education 
systems which are 
deeply embedded in 
the DNA of ministries 
and schools.

= The norms, rules, 
processes, 
perceptions, ways-of-
being, hierarchies, 
values and hidden 
curricula which people 
are often afraid to 
discuss or challenge. 



UK: “We must 

have a long 

summer 

holiday” 



Lebanon: “We 

mustn’t use 

mother tongue 

to teach 

English” 



Nigeria: “P4-P6 

must be divided 

by age not 

ability.” 



Some HE 
educational 
leviathans 
▪ Digital devices should not be 

used in F2F sessions

▪ Research, not teaching, is 

what really matters

▪ Language of academia –

‘lecture’, ‘seminar’, ‘tutorial 

etc. – can be off-putting for 

many 

▪ Teacher-centric model is 

most appropriate for HE

▪ HE should be outcome 

rather than experience 

focused

▪ HE should have an individual 

rather than collective focus



▪ State the problem in words as clearly as possible

▪ What to increase? What to reduce?

▪ Gardening not architecture 

▪ Turn it upside down 

▪ Abandon normal instruments 

▪ Define an area as ‘safe’ and use it as an anchor 

▪ Remove ambiguities and convert to specifics 

▪ Use ‘unqualified’ people

▪ What mistakes did you make last time?

▪ You don’t have to be ashamed of using your own ideas 

▪ Take away elements in order of apparent importance 

▪ Do we need holes?

▪ (overtly) resist change and (secretly) allow it through a 

back door

Challenging (slaying?) educational leviathans (1) 



▪ Lowest common denominator 

▪ Not building a wall, but making a brick 

▪ Retrace your steps

▪ What are the sections sections of? Imagine a 

caterpillar moving

▪ Accretion

▪ Go outside. Shut the door

▪ Ask people to work against their better judgement

▪ Consult other sources -promising –unpromising

▪ Don’t be afraid of things because they are easy to do

▪ Courage!

Source: http://www.rtqe.net/ObliqueStrategies/Ed3.html

Challenging (slaying?) educational leviathans (2) 

http://www.rtqe.net/ObliqueStrategies/Ed3.html


Emotional 
space



Pandemic / 
post-pandemic 

teaching 

“Going to school had been a struggle for [some 

children with depression] prior to the pandemic, 

but at least they had school routines to stick 

with. Now that schools are closed, some lock 

themselves up inside their rooms for weeks, 

refusing to take showers, eat, or leave their 

beds. For some children with depression, there 

will be considerable difficulties adjusting back 

to normal life when school resumes” (Zanonia 

Chiu, a clinical psychologist)

“In the high school classroom, you are … a 

shoulder to cry on, a disciplinarian, a singer, a 

low-level scholar, a clerk, a referee, a clown, a 

counsellor … a philosopher, a collaborator … a 

politician, a therapist, a fool … a mother-father-

brother-sister-uncle-aunt, a bookkeeper, a critic 

[and] a psychologist.” (Frank McCourt)



Providing non-

specialist emotional 

support 



(student holding an ‘a’ at the front)
Once upon a time there was a 
letter ‘a’. The ‘a’ lived on her own.
Q: How do you think the ’a’ felt? 
(student draws a sad face on the ‘a’)
Q: How can we make the ‘a’ feel 
better?
(students draw as many ‘a’s as they 
can in 10 seconds)
Now there were lots of ‘a’s
Q: How does the ‘a’ feel now?

a

a a

a

a

a

a

a



(student holding an ‘a’ at the front)
Once upon a time there was a 
letter ‘a’. The ‘a’ lived on her own.
Q: How do you think the ’a’ felt? 
(student draws a sad face on the ‘a’)
Q: How can we make the ‘a’ feel 
better?
(students draw as many ‘a’s as they 
can in 10 seconds)
Now there were lots of ‘a’s
Q: How does the ‘a’ feel now?
(student changes sad face to a 
happy face)

a a

a

a

a

a

a
a



You’re a 
teacher, but 
you’re also a 
person.

It’s important 
for students 
to know this.

(I’m the one 
underneath)



Student pictures 
at the entrance 
to a language 
school in Jakarta, 
Indonesia



Teacher pictures 
in the same 
school, hanging 
next to the 
students



‘Being human’ in the 
classroom does not have 
to mean huge changes to 
what you do. It could be, 
for example: 

• Using polite language with 
students 

• Acknowledging contributions 

• Sharing your personal 
experiences 

• Sharing your personal failures 

• Recognising that each 
individual’s learning takes place 
within a particular context 



Ways to 
look after 
yourself

Lower your 
expectations

Be 
professional 

but not 
familial

Talk to your 
colleagues

Take some 
personal 

time in the 
day

Look after 
yourself 

physically 

Talk to your 
manager(s)

Keep a 
teaching 

diary

Talk to your 
friends and 

family



Learning 
space



LISTEN TO THE WORLD

1 All the students get up and go outside. 
They should take a pencil and some paper. 
They walk around wherever they like for five 
minutes.

2 As they are walking, they should write 
down all the sounds they hear (e.g. I heard a 
dog barking). They should do this in English 
if they can, or in their L1 if not.

3 Students return to the class. In pairs / 
small groups, they discuss these questions:

• What was the sound you heard the most?

• What was the most interesting sound?

• What was the most unusual sound?

• What sound is easiest to make with your 
own voice? Can you do it?

4 Take feedback from the whole class.



From Teaching in 
Challenging 
Circumstances, 
Copyright © 
Cambridge 
University Press 
2021 





Epistemic 
space



COVID learning 
Different skills and areas of knowledge which 
students have acquired at a higher rate during 
the period of COVID than if they were in 
school 

• Citizenship understanding 

• Critical thinking 

• Digital skills

• Emotional skills (e.g. empathy, sharing, 
understanding) 

• Financial skills

• Practical life skills (e.g. cooking, gardening, 
baking)

• Resilience 

• Study skills 

• Time management

• Workplace skills (e.g. coding, photography)  



“There is much talk about you 

needing to "catch up" and of the 

things that some adults think 

that you have missed during this 

current pandemic. Yet you, your 

peers and your parents know 

that you have had many 

experiences (not all of them 

wonderful) that have been very 

different to the experiences you 

would have had, in conventional 

times, at school.”

https://heppell.net/golden

“The Golden Generation” 

https://heppell.net/golden


Source: Lucas (2021). Rethinking assessment in education: The case for change. Available at 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/16qKudSF7qKRpgLOc5Ut3XeNjPl7Ni39n/view

New directions in assessment?



▪ Creating –To produce new or 

original work. 

▪ Evaluating – To justify a stand or 

decision; to make judgements 

based on criteria and standards 

through checking and critiquing. 

▪ Analyzing – To draw 

connections among ideas, 

concepts, or determining how 

each part interrelate to an overall 

structure or purpose. 

▪ Applying – To use information in 

new situations such as models, 

diagrams, or presentations. 

▪ Understanding – To explain 

ideas, concepts, or construct 

meaning from written material or 

graphics. 

▪ Remembering – To recall facts, 

basic concepts, or retrieval of 

material. https://teachonline.asu.edu/2016/05/integrating

-technology-blooms-taxonomy/

https://teachonline.asu.edu/2016/05/integrating-technology-blooms-taxonomy/


© Cambridge University Press



Source: 

https://imgflip.com/memegenerator



‘Memeable’ Extract from Unlock … 
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