Pairs to Fours

This is a classic active learning strategy - simple, effective and collaborative.

HOW?
1. The students form pairs.

2. Each pair has a task to complete, involving the need to discuss and make decisions together. For example, a ranking exercise, choosing which mock business plan to accept, sequencing a narraitive, creating headings for paragraphs in a text, proposing the design of an experiment, deciding on captions for a series of photographs, putting forward a proposal for a drama, deciding the order in which topics will be covered.

3. As pairs finish (or after a set time) they come together into fours. That is, two pairs join up and each pair shares the results of their labours with the other. The four then enter into further debate in order to arrive at an agreed version which will then be shared with the whole class.

4. It's important that any one of the four is able to explain and defend the decisions made by their group. The teacher might want to ‘drop on’ any of the four to do this, rather than have the group decide who the spokesperson will be. Just to keep everyone on their toes.

5. Debrief the content, and debroef the process, focusing on the nature of decision-making and on the pros and cons of consensus, compromise and voting.

APPLICATIONS
Endless, wherever tasks can be devised which require debate and decision. For example, 

· “Here are five possibilities, which one will be the most efficient?”

· “Work out how these two sets of cards match up.”

· “You are such-and-such a group. If you only had this much time / money / material, how would you use it?”

· “Predict the declension of this verb you have not come across before.”

· “Put these quotations in order of significance.”

· “What do you think will happen if I mix these two materials / turn on the power / add this component?”

· “Given what we know about the stated beliefs of this person, which of his actions was most hypocritical / characteristic / expedient?”

· "Which observation and recording techniques will be appropriate for the field trip?"

· “To what extent was Margaret Thatcher a good Prime Minister?”

WHY DO IT?
· Deep learning occurs when the brain sorts things out for itself. The process of creating a personal construct is powerfully aided by discussion. The more a learner talks and listens, the more ideas are settled in the mind.

· The technique promotes co-operation, practises oral and listening skills, rehearses debating and decision-making skills. Together, these strengthen interpersonal, linguistic and logical intelligences. They are also among the sub-skills of independence.

· Presenting and defending a position, arguing and compromising, exercising cabinet responsibility, these are all key citizenship skills.

VARIATIONS
If numbers (and nerves) will stand it, the fours could move into eights and so on until a whole-class decision had been reached.

