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WHY PLAN?
1.0 Introduction

Why plan? This is a question every teacher asks himself/herself at some point or the other. Sometmes we feel planning serves no constructive purpose and at others we feel that we cannot really teach without preparation and planning. In this first unit of the block we briefly look at the ways in which we feel planning can be henRhrial to the teacher.
1.1  To plan or not to plan?

     Most of us have very definite views about the value, or otherwise, Iesson planning.  I'm sure you have colleagues who maintain that lesson, plans serve no constructive purpose because what happens in the claassroorn is very different from what we plan beforehand.  On the other hand,  there are teachers who find the  plan a positive aid and swear that they would not be able to teach if they were not armed with their leaaon plans.  What are your views on lesson planning? Explore them as you do the activity below.

Do you think planning lessons is a useful exercise? You may either have a strong No  or Yes as an answer or you may feel that  there are some ways in which planning helps and other ways in which it does not.  Draw on your experience of teaching or being taught and recall some successful lessons that have remained in your memory.  Can you identify any aspects of the lesson which seemed to have been successful as a  result of prior planning?  List below  reasons why one should/need not plan.  You can ask colleagues, frierids or family members to give their views  too.
     Why plan?                      Why not?
     1.                                     1.

     2.                                     2.
     3.                                     3.
     4.                                     4.

      5.                                    5.
 Discussion
      If vou feel  you shouldn’t plan you will have give reasons  like It's  too time-consuming, A good teacher does not need  to plan or that The content of  the lesson dictates the pl an, the teacher need not plan. On the other hand,  you might have given, reasons in favour of planning like It  boosts your morale helping you to face the class with confidence,  and It helps you make the most  effective use  of your cfasaroom time. Let us discuss these reasons, and. others, in a little more detail in the rest of this section.

" Let me begin by giving the reasons why planning can help. Even though you may not fully agree with me, I feel a completely "unplanned" lesson does not really exist.  When I talk of planning I do not necessarily have in mind a formally written out plan -- it could be brief notes in your textbook, jottings along the margins about how you will organise your teaching around the exercises, or it may be a rough mental plan of how you will go about your teaching.  But all of us do some kind of planning before we go in to teach -most of all to boost our own self-confidence. I believe that planning ensures that you have given thought to the alternatives open to you, and that makes vour teaching more successful.  I know there are people who believe that planning makes a lesson rigid. I would counter that argument by saying that rigid adherence to a plan makes teaching rigid, but if planning focusses on ways in which learning can be made more meaningful and enjoyable for the learners, you will actually be thinking of ways in which you can build variety  into the learning activities and relating the activities to the level of your  learners. Planning can be learning-centred rather than teaching-centred. Ask any experienced teacher about his/her early experience - rarely would she have had the confidence to walk into class without thinking of the activities that s/he would use. Even those who lecture, plan the content of their lectures, but in a language learning class lectures do not have as important a role as in a content-based class.  We may believe that giving a good lecture on the active and passive in English, for example, will ensure that learners know how to use the active and passive appropriately. Would you be able to use a computer, or learn to type efficiently simply by being told how a computer works, or being given an excellent demonstration on using the typewriter? To be able to use them you should be given the opportunity to use them. In language learning too, knowledge about how the language works is important, but opportunities to use the language are crucial and the teacher, when planning, can provide for a balance of time spent on activities focussing on the use of the language, and information about the language.

You might also say that, if languages are learnt best in natural settings, where communication is natural and unpremeditated, then a good language learning class should not have a set of premeditated activities but rather should provide opportunities for learning in natural settings: planning makes a class less natural.  However, very few of us would go into a class simply waiting to see how it evolves, especially a language class where we are trying  to generate learners' use of language in lifelike situations: planning would help the teacher set up activities, but not to predict fully or to dictate which language items would/should be used. Planning would ensure that you are setting up situations and activities which would make it possible for learners, (and encourage them), to use natural language in real communication, not just to repeat language models given in the book in artificial, communicatively sterile situations.  So, I feel, even in a communicative class, planning can be of great help.

Most of us teach in formal learning settings and have a syllabus to follow and exams to prepare our students for. Most importantly, the time available to us in such settings is limited, and only judicious use of the available time will ensure that we can create favourable conditions both for learners to be able to communicate effectively, and to meet the exam requirements (these do not always overlap).  In such situations relying too heavily on the materials or complete abdication of planning would be counter productive: the amount of language learning and language use may be reduced rather than enhanced as there are bound to be periods of time within a lesson when time is not most profitably utilised. Keeping the time frame of a formal language learning setting in mind, we can benefit from the discipline that planning brings to our teaching.

Most importantly, the exercise of planning involves one in looking for alternatives - whether they be alternative materials, activities or techniques, to suit the needs of each group of learners.  And this exploring of the options available to one increases one's flexibility as a teacher - one can learn to quickly abandon materials and activities that don't seem to work with a particular group of learners in favour of others. This is how we feel planning can help you become a better teacher. 

Having said that, I would like to add that though we are all aware of the benefits that accrue from the exercise of planning, we are also aware that it is not always feasible for a full-time teacher to plan for every single class s/he teaches - the amount of time that detailed planning would requirt is not really available to the teacher.  However, teachers can plan their teaching in groups - ideas come more readily and it reduces the time spent on planning.If you teach one section and a colleague teaches another section of the same class, it would be a good idea to put your heads together. Remember, however, that your execution of the plan for teaching the same lesson need not, in fact should not, be identical because the two groups of learners you teach are not identical.  The amount of time you put into planning depends on several factors.  Firstly it depends on how experienced you are as a teacher. A less experienced teacher benefits from planning in detail but with experience s/he can reduce the number of details s/he builds into his/her plan and consequently reduce the time spent on planning.  Secondly, the amount of tir    you spend on planning depends on your familiarity with the teaching point, the materials and the approach underlying the materials.  Take for example, a teacher who has never studied formal grammar but is required to teach it.  S/he will have to devote quite some time to looking up grammar books to ensure that s/he is himself/herself clear about the grammar point s/he is to teach. Take another example of a teacher who has been teaching structurally graded materials and who is now required to teach materials with a communicative orientation. S/he wiH initially need to devote time to familiarizing himself/herself with the new materials and how the approach underlying these materials will affect his/her classroom practice.

Most importantly, the time you devote to planning will depend on the use the plan is going to be put to: if it is simply an institutional requirement  that a teacher submit lesson plans without anyone taking note of how closely that plan corresponds to actual classroom practice, then there would not be much point in devoting time and energy to detailed planning. I know of teachers in such situations who write their plans after they have taught! Such an attitude however, defeats the very purpose of planning:  planning is a useful means of building creativity and variety into classroom activities. The care that goes into planning should find some concrete realisation in the lesson itself.  However, one disadvantage of planning is that overcareful planning can restrict the flexibility with which you (the teacher) can handle  the situations which arise in the classroom, or with which you provide answers and problems.  Rigid adherence to a plan and fear of deviating from it can ruin all the effort and thought that you put in when planning.

Lastly, rigid adherence to a plan by the teacher can inhibit the learners.

Once they become aware that a teacher does not allow them any freedom to ask questions or to contribute to the development of a learning  situation, they quickly learn not to take any initiative. This leads to a kind of abdication of learners' responsibility for their learning. The class runs the risk of becoming teacher-centred rather than learner-centred.

1.2 How planning helps

Having made out a case for teachers to plan their lessons, let me now briefly list the ways in. which planning can help. Firsrly, when planning, you examine the materials you are to use for teaching (if you use a prescribed textbook, as most of us do in our school/  college contexts).  When examining the materials you identify not only the teaching point, but also the approach underlying the design of the materials. In assessing their suitability for use in your situation you have to consider whether, and how, you have to adapt them to suit your group of learners: their abilities, needs and learning situation.  You therefore are constantly adapting the plan of your lesson to suit each group of learners. This is the second major advantage: teaching becomes learner-centred rather than materials- or content-centred. The materials and teaching aids you use become the means rather than the end. Thirdly, in assessing the materials and planning activities, you have to keep all types of learners in mind.  You must provide for the needs of the slow learners and ensure that the tasks are not beyond them, but simultaneously you have to keep in mind that the interest of the bright learners does not flag.  You have to ensure that there is balance in student learning, that all the learners' needs and abilities are catered to. Fourthly, as the facilitator of learning, you can plan the allocation of time to the activities, and the different stages within the lesson. This ensures a more systematic use of time.

Lastly, and most importantly, planning gives you an opportunity to assess your preparedness for teaching a particular lesson. For example, if the focus of the lesson is on developing the listening skills, and if no taped materials are available, you, the teacher, will have to provide the listening input. When preparing to read aloud the passage, conversation, etc., that the students have to listen to, you will have an opportunity to check the pronunciation of words, and your own use of intonation and stress. Therefore you cannot really teach such a lesson without adequate preparation on your part. I repeat, preparation and planning help you face the class with greater confidence and manage the learning activities with greater success.

Throughout this block we are really going to look at ways in which planning can be advantageous at different levels. We now move on to discuss the levels at which planning can be done. ?

1.3  Levels of planning

When we talk of planning, most people bring to mind the planning of individual lessons, but planning, to be meaningful, is really an overall scheme of work over a period of time. It is an outline of lessons you will be teaching over a period of time, the precise period of time varying in different cases.

3.1  Why write a lesson plan?

A lesson plan is a kind of 'map' of the work that is to be done in the classroom, and how it should be done. Writing a lesson plan can serve three functions:

Firstly, you can state what you expect the students to be able to do by the end of the lesson and what activities, steps/stages you will use to make that possible.  It also enables you to plan your steps in relation to the time available to you.

Secondly, writing down a plan provides you with an outline of what you would like to do and also helps you to keep on target. This does not mean, however, that you must follow your plan strictly, regardless of what the demands of the actual learning situation are in the classroom. In fact, if you have a plan, you can make an appraisal of the actual situation in the classroom and decide where you will have to make changes from the path you had originally planned before the lesson.

Thirdly, after the lesson, the plan provides you with a record of what you had planned and you can incorporate the changes you had to make, the reasons for doing so, and your own reactions to the changes you made. The plan therefore acts as a basis for reflection on your teaching and of considering ways in which you would teach the same lesson again, if you were required to do so. In most of our institutions teachers have to teach the same lesson to different sections of the same class. You can use your experience of teaching one group/section to improve on the techniques you are going to use when teaching the other groups. Put in another way, though you take the plan before the actual teaching of  lesson, it has its use before, during and after the lesson.  

Before lesson, you have to take stock of the learners' abilities and previous knowledge of the topic. You must also take into account what their needs vis-à-vis the topic/lesson, the exam requirements and the real use of English in their day-to-day lives.

During the lesson you get an opportunity to gauge how well you had estimated your learners' needs when planning, and to become aware of the range of levels that different learners are at and the difference in the approach you have to adopt to meet the needs of the different levels of learners. You also get an opportunity to test the efficacy of the techniques you have chosen to use and to experiment with alternatives.  On-the-spot decision making is often required and so you should have a set of alternatives up your sleeve. 
After the lesson you can use the plan as a basis for self-evaluation where you will review not only the changes made in the lesson plan but also the reasons for doing so, the general classroom atmosphere, the efficacy of the classroom"management skills you adopted, and the opportunities for arners to share in the decision making, etc.

A lot more of thinking goes into the planning of a lesson than finds its way into the actual plan, as we showed in the previous unit. Good planning helps you ensure that the learners are involved in their learning.
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