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I N  T H E  C L A S S R O O M

Demand-high
teaching
Demand-high
teaching
Jim Scrivener and Adrian Underhill propose making learning visible.

I
n the Matrix series of films, the
protagonist, Neo, lives within a
happy lie – though he has doubts
which he struggles to investigate.

When he is offered a choice between
taking a blue pill (which will maintain
this illusion) and a red pill (that will
allow him to see the underlying truth of
things), he takes the red pill – and
suddenly realises that what seemed
‘normal’ was just a front, an illusion, a
Potemkin village.

Teachers, trainers and writers in ELT
sometimes feel uneasy about aspects of
our work – and it can be difficult to
know whether and how to articulate
this. A magazine like this keeps offering
us red pills to wake us up. Here is one.

Illusions
Many would say that ELT now has a
well-developed methodology, with
sophisticated skill sets, techniques and
activities and an intelligent take on the
language and what should be taught.
Our current methods ‘work’, teachers
are friendly, lessons have been prepared
to shared standards, materials are
colourful and interesting, methods are
‘received contemporary’ (ie familiar and
acceptable), activities are ‘interactive’
and students happy. But have we taken
our eye off  something else? 

Where is the detailed attention to
the learning going on in the learner, as
opposed to the teaching going on in the
teacher? Are our learners as fully
challenged as they can be? Are we
teaching below the ‘learning level’ of
the students, perhaps because of a
preoccupation with something else? 

Do our sophisticated coursebooks
steer teachers towards attending to the
mechanics of task rather than to the
learning? We turn pages, check through
answer lists, tick off  syllabus items.
Might we get lulled by an illusion that
learning has been accomplished? 

If you ask teachers ‘Are your students
challenged to their full potential?’ they
may respond with ‘Perhaps not, but I
don’t want to push my students too hard’
or ‘Perhaps not, but I don’t want to put
them in the spotlight or make them feel
bad’ or ‘‘Perhaps not, but I am a
humanistic teacher and so I …’, etc. It
may be that they are reacting against
their own experience of being pushed
and demanded of, in ways that were not
helpful, engaging or enjoyable. But leaving
aside unreasonable demand, what quality
of demand can we put in its place? 

Questions
At the IATEFL conference in Glasgow
in 2012, we started sowing a meme. We
called it demand-high teaching – but it
could have other names. It is the beginning
of an inquiry. It isn’t fixed or concrete
or certain – but it does take a stand and

argue. It isn’t a method or anti-method –
but it has a view on how any method is
applied. We are proposing small tweaks
to where we are, not wholesale reboots.

Our initial question is simple: 

● Is whatever I do enabling my students
to be challenged to their full human
learning capacity?

Other questions swiftly follow from this
starting point: 

● What is my role in helping them to be
fully challenged? How can I tell when
this is happening?

● Have the tasks and techniques I use in
class become rituals and ends in
themselves? Do I need to shift
preoccupation from running a
successful task to optimising learning?

● What small adjustments can I make to
optimise the doable demand on the
students’ learning processes? What is
the minimum tweak necessary at any
point in any lesson to shift an activity
into the challenge zone?

Proposals
Having started asking these questions of
ourselves, we want to invite others to
ask them of their own classes too. We
also want to offer our own proposals,
not as right answers or solutions, but as
experiments to be tried, tested,
amended, rejected or improved. We’re
suggesting that ways forward might be
at three levels:

a) a shift of attitude: especially the
expectation that learners are capable of
more than we typically ask of them;

Where is the detailed
attention to the learning
going on in the learner, 

as opposed to the
teaching going on 

in the teacher?
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b) a change of focus of teacher energy:
moving from preoccupation with the
mechanics of activity, task and
material towards making the learning
itself  visible; 

c) tweaks in technique: well-tuned
interventions and higher skill sets of
classroom management. 

Demand-high does not mean ‘making
things more difficult’. It’s a doable
demand that comes precisely at the point
where the learners are capable of taking
their next steps forward – and helping
them to meet that demand, rather than
ignore it. This contrasts with past
experiences we may have had of teachers
simply making things more difficult: an
undoable, probably unhelpful, demand.
Demand-high does not mean asking for
more of the same. It is asking for different.

We watch Jim’s one-year-old child
exploring the world and his own
growing abilities. No one has to tell him
to try to stand up, balance, climb on a
chair. He is naturally working at the
edge of his capacity; he doesn’t waste
time working below it. He is engaged,
living in the moment of immediate
unfolding learning. For an adult, too,
engagement – when it happens – has a
quality of worthwhileness about it that
opens up something, moves you
forward, solves and resolves. But adults
have other distractions and can find it
hard to engage as fully as an infant.
Often, it doesn’t just happen by itself.

Learning
Teachers have a role in facilitating that
engagement by exerting some degree of
push at just the right place in just the
right degree at just the right moment.
The activities and the materials are no
longer the end in themselves; in a
demand-high classroom they are just
the scenario, the location in which
something else, something immediate,
something more important, more
exciting and more valuable happens.

Here is an example of demand-high
inquiry focusing on one small (but
crucial) area of a teacher’s work –
working with answers to questions: 

When a student gives a correct
answer, do you tend to acknowledge it,
maybe with a rubberstamping
validation comment such as ‘That’s
right’ or with praise or echo, and then
move on to the next question? This way
of working has the advantage of being
quick and successfully ticking the ‘right
answer’ boxes. But could it be covering
up as much as it is uncovering –
creating a comforting illusion that
learning is happening? 

What if, instead, we involved many
more students in thinking about and
unpacking the question and answer, and
in listening to each other? What if  we
used techniques such as postponing our
own validation of responses in order to
leave them (and any further responses
to responses) hanging – not as an
abdication, but to replace them with
pushing, nudging interventions that force
each student to think, re-question,
readjust at their own level: to one student,
a question to make her question her
own answers; to another, a correction;
to another, a hint towards an insight; to
another, a different word choice. As the
teacher holds open this space (which
may last a few seconds or a couple of
minutes), the group co-creates a learning
story and, as it opens up, participants can
start to inhabit the territory and move to
the frontier of their own learning zones –
which, in turn, alters the perspectives of
everyone else. The teacher starts to see the
learning processes, as may the students.
This is demand-high because, instead of
extinguishing the question before it gets
going, the teacher has let the question
develop, following the contours of the
students’ unfolding insights.
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None of these techniques is new or
unfamiliar – but we are proposing that

If you are interested in demand-high,
have a look at Jim and Adrian’s website:
demandhighelt.wordpress.com.

Engagement has a 
quality of worthwhileness

about it that opens 
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and resolves

We assume that 
one person giving an
answer means that

everyone has ‘got it’ 
and we can move on

when used together, with the purpose of
making learning processes visible, they
can be immensely powerful.

Yes, it takes time, but perhaps the
first version – the swift answer check –
takes up too little time, creating a sweet
blue pill illusion where we assume that
one person giving an answer means that
everyone has ‘got it’ and we can move
on. But is this a kind of falseness in
contemporary methodology, so familiar
that we hardly stop to notice its
disconnection from learning? The right
words in the right order are only one
kind of right answer. And saying ‘yes’
to the first person who gets that doesn’t
take us very far. 

‘Demand-high’ challenges some of
these blue pill illusions. We ourselves
find this demanding. As Morpheus says
in The Matrix:

‘Red pill or blue pill? After this there
is no turning back. You take the blue pill:
the story ends, you wake up in your bed
and believe whatever you want to believe.
You take the red pill … and I show you
how deep the rabbit hole goes.’ ETp


