
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This article is a follow-on to Adrian’s earlier article about the technique of teaching “one-to-one in a 

group” where he presented an argument for working in this way. This time I look closer at the 

technique and its rationale and then dig into some of the practical considerations. 

How to 
Teach One-to-One in a Group 

http://demandhighelt.wordpress.com/2012/04/28/one-to-one-teaching-within-a-group/
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PART 1: Background 

Introduction: Classroom working modes  

In contemporary communicative classrooms we tend to use some common groupings: individual 

work, pair work, small group work, whole class working as one group, whole class mingling. We are 

suggesting that one-to-one-within-the-group is another useful, but under-used, option available to a 

teacher.  

What do we mean by one-to-one-in-a-group? 

Working with the whole group options tends to be used for exercise checking, task feedback, 

discussions, input presentations etc and often includes  some degree of individual work – perhaps 

when, for example, a student calls out an answer and then receives a validation comment from the 

teacher – or perhaps a correction.  

We are proposing a variation on whole group work, where the teacher metaphorically presses a 

pause button on the work of the group as a whole in order to zoom in on what an individual is saying 

and to help that individual in a focussed way, with the aim of tangibly upgrading some (small but 

valuable) aspect. This would be achieved by giving the individual precise feedback about some 

aspect of what they said or want to say and then encouraging them to say it, or say it again and to 

say it with some degree of improvement (whether in grammar, functional language, lexis, clarity of 

communication or pronunciation). Their new communication may itself then receive more feedback 

and lead to another go on the part of the student. The whole process may proceed through a 

number of iterations – during which the learner will tangibly upgrade their production - before the 

teacher and student decide to stop work on this piece of language and the class pause button is 

lifted to let the more normal flow of class work return  – though, of course, the work that has just 

been done will itself impact on that flow and may even redirect it towards new and interesting 

territories. 



It is also important as a way of attending to individual AND group at the same time. You use the one-

to-one work to engage the group and to develop the group as noticers of others’ learning who can 

find personal learning in the learning of others. It also provides learning in areas such as patience, 

and in valuing and supporting the learning of another without judging them or getting impatient. 

So, we are suggesting something that is significantly more than just asking a question to a student 

and getting an answer, or hearing a mistake and helping the student to a correction. We are 

proposing a complete, if short, mini-lesson for one student that leads to a significant, if small, 

amount of thinking and upgrade, but held within and as part of, the whole lesson and in view of the 

whole class.  

What assumptions underlie one-to-one-in-a-group? 

We are arguing that this kind of work is valid and valuable, despite running contrary to what we see 

as a fairly widespread contemporary paradigm: that generally one should praise every piece of half-

formed language that a student says and that we shouldn’t interrupt or help students to upgrade 

language when they are primarily engaged in communicating meaning (for fear of damaging 

“fluency”).  Perhaps a more worrying current belief amongst many teachers is that correction or 

intervention of any kind related to a student’s language production is somehow wrong and is seen as 

unprincipled, unkind or unhelpful.  We believe in the value of explicit, visible teacher intervention to 

help language upgrade. Some teachers believe that only “whole” language texts are valid for work in 

the classroom. We believe in the value of working at sentence level, followed perhaps by a re-

embedding at discourse level. 

 

One thing to bear in mind in this discussion is that we are not suggesting only the more limited 

concept of  “error correction” but, rather, a kind of feedback that helps every student to move 

forward by little steps at their current level, and as far as possible on what seems to be their own 

agenda. We are arguing that the classroom is a great place for continuous, playful, exploratory help 

in language upgrade – and that very often this is exactly what students want. We are concerned with 

what seem to be many lessons where students leave the classroom at just the same level that they 

came in at. We are concerned that many activities seem to merely allow students to work at their 

current level without any obvious mechanism for improvement or taking even a small step forward 

at every opportunity. We believe that students feel internally rewarded at being able to say even 

just a single sentence at a very high quality level – and that achieving this inspires them to aim high 

for more of their production. 

 

We believe that, even though the interventions and resultant upgrades we are discussing may seem 

very small, the long term impact of regularly doing this kind of work changes not just the individual 

items of language that have been worked on – but also the whole way that learners think about and 

work with language. Whatever theory of language learning or acquisition you buy into, we argue 

that making the learner more aware of how they think about language and how they produce it will, 

over time, make for more successful users of language. And there is a tremendous buzz for students 

and teacher in hearing students produce brilliant, well-constructed, well-pronounced sentences that 

say what they want to say. Even a beginner can say a sentence to near native speaker level, given a 

little feedback and sufficient cycles of this kind of “close-up” work. 

 



We do this because we are language teachers and that means that we teach language. We do not 

devolve the actual language work to the coursebook. We do not sidestep the issue of how to actually 

help a student get better at language. We do not assume that somehow, magically, by being in a 

room where language is spoken that they will imbibe the essence of English. We do not assume that 

in asking students to do multiple pair work and group work fluency tasks that they will, of 

themselves, prise out whatever it is they most need to know to improve. We know that exposure is 

vital but we do not extrapolate and assume that this is all that is needed.   

 

We believe it is ok to explicitly “teach”. We do not feel guilty about teaching. Rather, we assume that 

this is what we are here to do.  

 

Objections and doubts 

Of course, the way of working we are describing is, for many teachers, not new, forgotten or 

unknown. However, it is rarely done. In many hundreds of lesson observation around the world and 

with teachers at all levels of experience and in a wide variety of contexts, I have hardly ever seen a 

teacher work in this way. There seems to be a widely held belief that it is wrong to “put students in 

the spotlight” (i.e. to risk showing up that they cannot do something for fear of embarrassment, 

ridicule or placing students under unfair pressure). There is also a fear that by working with one 

student we would be wasting the time of the others. Let’s look at these two doubts. 

 

On the first point, all depends on the quality of working relationship and the atmosphere in class. 

Partly it is to do with creating this atmosphere and then training your students into feeling 

comfortable with this way of working.  

 

One-to-one-in-a-group could not work if students feared making mistakes and the reaction they got 

to them, whether from teacher or peers. But it is possible to build a playful, exploratory, laughter-

filled atmosphere – where the laughter comes from the sheer fun of trying out language and getting 

it muddled or confused and then improving it – and then saying something that was actually worth 

being proud of. As a teacher you do need to be constantly alert to possible sensitivities and fears. 

Knowing how far and how long to nudge someone forward is partly a skill only learnt over time – 

and getting it wrong once or twice can, sadly, put teachers off experimenting ever again. Nobody 

wants to make their students cry or give up in desperation.   

 

The fear of “putting students in the spotlight” may arise from a misinterpretation of what it means 

to be humanistic. Thus teachers might believe that they should always avoid anything that leads to 

temporary discomfort or struggle. But, of course, to learn anything must involve effort and a degree 

of discomfort or struggle as new learning supplants the older, comfortable state. It is not humanistic 

to seek to avoid this. Rather, we might feel permitted to encourage and nudge the learner towards 

and through that difficult next step – so long as we were clear that it was what the learner 

him/herself wanted and needed. 

 

In practice, this work fairly quickly takes all students through the embarrassment barrier and out the 

other side, which opens up a whole new feeling in the class, almost of liberation. What they discover 

(to their surprise) is they are not judged and that others are not impatient. This starts with the 



teacher, and gradually affects the whole class, especially one they have been through this process 

themselves.  

On the second objection, about wasting other students’ time, Adrian argued in the previous article 

that you can “harvest that learning yield for all the others in the group” and this seems to fit my own 

experience. The work you do with one student, if drawn attention to, and if occasionally involving 

others, can be very exciting to watch and listen to. Adrian states it like this:  

 

The teacher may find that the whole group can be magnetized by the work that a single 

student is doing in front of them, by seeing the moves of learning made visible just for half a 

minute. The teacher does not undermine this by fretting about what the others are doing, 

and yet does not ignore them either but rather hooks them up perhaps with a look that look 

that says “Hey this is pretty interesting”. And out of this can come a different quality of 

attention in the class and a vivid impression of a closer learning relationship between all of 

us, in spite of the group size. 

 

And if that is not the case, even at worst, it tends be a lot more engaging that the alternative of 

whole class work that attempts to pitch itself to a supposed general class level, but which is actually 

at no-one’s precise level and addresses no-one’s precise problems.  

 

  



PART 2: Practical 

 

So … how to do it? 

The problem with anything like this is that presenting a “route map” is often the simplest and 

clearest way to get a teaching idea across … but it only works so long as you’re ok with the fact that 

it isn’t really a route map at all – and that you can’t just go into school and apply it – and that 

intelligence and flexibility and careful listening and intuition and common sense (and a hundred 

other things) are what will make it work in your classroom! 

Rather than explaining how to do just this technique, I’d like to go a few steps further back along the 

way. For some teachers, one-to-one-in-a-group may feel like quite a challenging new technique. So, 

before looking at that I’ll start with Section 1 which has suggestions for a teacher who in their 

current practice rarely gives language feedback, rarely corrects and has perhaps never tried anything 

quite like this. In many ways these steps are prerequisites for trying the ideas in Section 2, which 

(eventually!) focus on the actual “One-to-one-in-a-group” technique itself. 

Section 1: Before you try the technique 

1 Starting point  

Are you working in a classroom atmosphere where learners can listen to each other (even if they 

don’t always do it!), interact and are not too worried about making language errors in front of each 

other? 

 If not, make this your starting point. Research techniques for building rapport and for 

training your class to work together in more effective ways. This may involve classroom 

management techniques such as asking learners to respond to other students’ answers 

(rather than giving the response yourself).  

2 In the shallow end   

During a lesson stage where students are in whole class mode and in which a number of students 

are saying things (e.g. a discussion or giving answers to questions) start getting more comfortable 

about giving learners small language upgrades in the form of corrections. For example when a 

student makes a small mistake, offer the correction yourself and ask the student (perhaps with a 

gesture) to say the corrected sentence. Wait and don’t move on until you get that corrected 

utterance. If it is too quiet to hear, politely request it louder and, again, wait to get it. If the student 

repeats poorly, offer your correction again. Keep smiling through this! Keep  it light! Keep it fun! 

Challenge gently and with a sense of understanding of their side of the problem - that this language 

can be damned tricky – while, all the same, expecting that they will be able to do it. 

Keep doing this through the stage and through future stages – and future lessons – so that your 

students start to get the idea that you DO work on language upgrade – and so that they are not 

embarrassed at making errors. 

 



3 Going deeper   

Vary your techniques for working with errors. Include some ways of getting the learner to think 

about and self-correct (as opposed to just giving them the correction). Check any good general ELT 

methodology book (Shall I name one …?) to get ideas for different strategies. Get more comfortable 

with slightly longer teacher wait times. Get more comfortable with “useful silences” where no-one is 

speaking (but lots of people are thinking). Play around with your own concepts of pace a little. Can 

you get a sense of real pace from carefully helping a student to work with an error (even though this 

feels like it should be a “slow” activity)? 

4 Not rubberstamping   

Try withholding your immediate validation of the first thing a student says e.g. don’t automatically 

say “good” or “fantastic”. Instead, process what has been said in your head. Decide if it is genuinely 

good or if there is real potential for improvement (e.g. via a correction). Rather than say the 

validation, give feedback that can lead to correction. Reserve your praise (if you want to give it) for 

when the student has genuinely improved.  

Section 2:  Using one-to-one-in-a-group 

If you feel confident with much of what is described above, you’re ready for this walkthrough of the 

one-to-one-in-a-group technique! 

1 Select    

In a whole group stage, when learners are speaking, select a single learner utterance to work on. 

This may be a sentence that has been said and which has some features that could be improved in 

some way – or it could be a sentence that the learner is trying to make and having problems with. 

Consider: 

 Is it useful to work on for this particular learner at this particular time (bearing in mind the 

main focus of the work we are working on and whether this is a directly related issue or a 

potentially useful sidestep). 

 Might it also have some value for others in the class – even if not directly the point that will 

be focussed on with that individual – but some parallel or sidestep from it? 

These questions can be answered partly based on your experience and knowledge of these  students 

and students in general, partly from your observations  of the classroom at the moment and partly 

from trusting the voice of your intuition and hunches (which you will hone all the time, especially if 

you make this call wrongly!) 

2 Acknowledge   

Show that you have heard and registered what was said (e.g. with a smile or a “hmmmm” or 

whatever is right for you) but withhold praise or rubberstamping.   

 

 



3 Indicate  

Show the student and the class that you are going to work on the sentence. Some teachers use a 

“holding” gesture for this (e.g. hand stretched out palm down) or you could say “OK – let’s work on 

that” or something else. Establish relaxed but focussed eye contact that suggests that you are now 

working with that specific student. Do not move in to get closer. However, you may find that moving 

away might help! You need to be in a position where the conversation between you and the student 

is audible and visible to as much of the room as possible. 

4 Establish   

Make sure that everyone is clear what the starting-point sentence is i.e. the base that you are 

building from. Ask the student to say what they said again. Don’t worry about any supposed dangers 

in getting a student to say bad English. If the student does not say it loud enough to hear or clearly 

enough ask for it to be said again. 

5 Decide  

Determine what exactly you want to work on. Do not work on “everything”. Choose one feature or 

issue that is susceptible to a small upgrade. As far as possible, put yourself in side the learner’s head 

and find out what might be most useful to them – for example, the point that would make the 

biggest difference to comprehensibility, appearing accurate, fine-tuning of expression, avoiding 

misunderstanding with their pronunciation etc. An important NB: the thing to work on does not 

have to be a conventional error. It can be anything which that particular learner could improve on – 

or even just explore and play around with. In this way we can pick out a small grammar error for one 

student and later work on some real fine-tuning of intonation for another. I’ll refer to the thing we 

want to work on first with our learner as the first point of interest or “1POI”. 

6 Hint and indicate   

The way of working now involves a series of small indications and hints. Give hints that help the 

learner to realise that there is a point of interest, notice where it is or spot what the nature of a 

problem is. Think of it not so much as showing the way to “getting it right” (in order to conclude and 

move on to something else) but rather as lighting just the next lamp along a b eautiful night-time 

forest path that stretches on into the darkness and distance.  

While trying not to be unnecessarily mysterious, or fishing for what isn’t there, help the learner to 

work at the frontier of their own current capability by offering help that is “the least that is enough” 

i.e. a hint that is sufficient to help the learner to understand what they can do next – but not so 

much that the solution is handed to them on a plate. You are aiming to engage thought, interest and 

genuine engagement, to grow awareness and work with unfolding the problem. 

Let’s look at a few possible hints. When the learner says the sentence, you could: 

 make some gesture or facial expression at 1POI. This might be very small (e.g. raising an 

eyebrow, tipping the head, lifting your hand as if to pause the sentence, opening the mouth 

as if to say something). 

 Indicate “stop” at 1POI 



 echo back the word that is (or starts)  1POI with a questioning intonation 

 “load” the sentence onto the teacher’s fingers so that one finger equals one word. Indicate a 

finger that represents 1POI. 

 Ask a direct question e.g. “Is this about the past?” perhaps even catching it in a single word  

e.g. “Past?” 

7 Nudge and move forward   

Elegantly (!) push, nudge and cajole the learner to make a step forward from their previous effort. 

Invite them to say the sentence again, taking on board the improvements or corrections that have 

been focussed on.  You might give explicit instructions as to how to say it next time. Even if they 

have reached a point where they “have got it right”, nudge them onwards by asking them to “say it 

faster” or “change the second word” or “Keep the same meaning but start with the word ‘when’” or 

by giving new little challenges such as “say it as if you are really excited about it” or “what happens if 

you stress the second word” or “say it another way”. All the interventions are asking the learner to 

keep thinking and playfully exploring. It’s like taking a raw piece of language and seeing what 

happens when we put it into a test tube and shake it up or add various chemicals to it. This is our 

learners’ experimental laboratory. 

8 Draw explicit attention to the learning going on   

Help the learner to be more aware of what they are doing, how they are doing it and why they are 

doing it. Ask meta-questions such as “Why did I ask you to say it faster?” “What did you do when I 

asked you to find a new word?” “What language have you changed?” Set new challenges that push 

the learner to look back and see where they have come from e.g. “Now make your original mistake 

again” and explore e.g. by asking the learner to listen to themselves say both the original mistake 

and the correction and to say how they both feel. 

9 Keep doing it  

When the learner has made one step forward, nudge gently towards the next step, the next lighted 

lamp along the way – 2POI – and then 3POI and so on. Cycle through 5,6,7 and 8 for as long they are 

useful, interesting, exciting and live. As far as possible, you want the learner to come out with not 

just one correction, but a substantially improved, upgraded utterance.   

10 Bring in others    

Throughout, look for opportunities to involve others. At a simple level, this means eye contact – a 

look around the room at different individuals, partly to signal that you are still “here” with them and 

partly to invite the rest of the class to enjoy and engage with the exploration  - even if the 

engagement is silent. At some points, you may wish to involve others more directly, e.g. by asking 

another student to try the sentence or to model it or to offer an idea for improvement or a 

correction. You may even get side-tracked into a little one-to-one-in-a-group work with a second 

learner. But throughout, you keep in mind that you have an on-going commitment to work with the 

first learner – and return to him or her as appropriate and keep them at the centre of your focus. 

 



11 Move on  

At some point you need to release this learner! The decision as to when to do this is one that maybe 

takes experience to get comfortable with. You want to discover the fine balance between really 

exploring the sentence and not doing the student’s head in! Initially you may be tempted to let it go 

too soon. So as you explore this technique in your classes, try pushing at your own expectations and 

comfort. See what happens if you hold on slightly longer, explore a little more. 

When you decide that the time has come to stop working on their language, you need to close it 

down clearly. If at all possible, make sure they leave on a “high”.  

You may find that at this point praise is no longer needed; the learner is aware of how much they 

have achieved. They feel it. It sings in them. They know that their English has improved. A small step, 

perhaps – but a tangible one. If you wish to give praise, at this point, when the learner has really 

made an improvement, it will actually mean something. But, all the same, avoid going over the top. 

“Good” now has a real meaning and a resonance. Factual feedback is perhaps even more useful e.g. 

“That sentence was said in a very interesting way and had no grammar mistakes.”   

You may also want to enquire of the learner as to whether they are OK to move on. 

However you bring things to a close, make sure that it is clear to all that you have finished with that 

mini-lesson and are now doing something else. 

What you move on to may be what you were doing before you chose to focus in – or it may be 

something that has been inspired by what has just happened. Think of your lesson as elegantly 

zooming out to deal with the whole class and broad issues and then elegantly zooming in to work 

with an individual and to focus on discrete pieces of language, then zooming out again … and so on. 

12  

Do it with others, at other times and make it a normal way of working  If you use the technique 

described above, perhaps four or five or more times within a lesson, with different students at 

different levels (not just the fast, strong ones, and not excluding them; not just the slow weak ones, 

and not excluding them) slowly, over time, everyone will improve. 

 And they will improve not just on the things you have worked on with them personally – but also on 

the things they have watched you working on with others – and on things that have no apparent 

connection to anything you have worked on. It’s reminiscent of Chomsky’s “poverty of the stimulus”. 

Just as an infant seems to be able to do more with language than the limited language they have 

been exposed to seems to permit them to do – so with older learners, focussed feedback leading to 

language upgrade seems to lead to a wider awareness of how language works and a greater ability 

to use this towards forming better communication. And, no, I don’t have any research data to prove 

this. It’s a purely personal observation. Live with it! 

  



Simplifying it  

As I write all this out, it sounds horrendously complicated and I find myself doubting whether I’d 

ever want to try it! But I have to remind myself that this is partly the inevitable outcome of trying to 

catch on paper something that is relatively spontaneous, simple, intuitive and elusive. In practice, all 

a teacher using this technique is hoping to do is to work “live” and “close-up” with language in full 

view of the students. The teacher wants to make the learning of language visible, engaging and open 

to discussion and reflection.   

Whatever, it was quite a lot of instructions – so, here is a shorter summary: 

1 Select language  

2 Acknowledge learner utterance 

3 Indicate you are going to work on it 

4 Establish base sentence  

5 Decide what POI to work on 

6 Hint and indicate POI 

7 Nudge and move forward towards the next step 

8 Draw explicit attention to the learning going on   

9 Keep doing it   

10 Bring in others    

11 Move on  

12 Do it with others 

 

To boil it down to even fewer words: It’s basically a process of (1) notice what is said (2) select a 

“nudge” and apply it (3) observe what learning occurs or doesn’t occur (4) go back to (1). 

 

  



Conclusions 

So … here is a technique that, more than many others, offers a way to start teaching in a way that 

breaks free of habit and routine and frees up the teacher to the electric challenge of a lesson that 

unfolds and opens up in front of you. It isn’t as easy to do as ritually turning the pages of your 

coursebook and saying “OK – next exercise” – yet, it is still something that you can do while working 

with a coursebook.  

If you are a teacher who has begun to tire of the safety of your lessons, here is an exciting step in the 

dark to try, to try again (if it doesn’t work first time), to keep experimenting with and to slowly learn 

to savour. 

 

Jim Scrivener 

 


