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PREFACE

Let’s be honest, for many high school and middle school students, classroom 
presentations are truly awful and hugely unproductive. After ten minutes 
of lecture, attention wanes and the lesson descends into an excruciatingly 
tedious test of endurance – can I make it to the end without either falling 
asleep or losing the will to live? These students are not learning.  They are 
bored, miserable and uncomfortable – to the point where we believe that 
using lecture as the primary method of instruction is inhumane.

But why should you, the teacher, care? Students are required to attend school 
till age 19 and many courses are prescribed for graduation. Well – yes. But 
here’s the thing: when human beings are bored, unhappy and uncomfortable, 
they are extremely bad at taking in and remembering information. This 
becomes more critical in our high stakes/standards-based environment.  If 
your students are suff ering, your teaching will not achieve its objective – 
because your class will not engage with, understand or remember what you 
said. Really – this is a scientifi c fact.

If we want classroom lessons/presentations to be eff ective, they must take 
into account the human dimension. We must understand the environmental, 
psychological and physiological factors that make human beings pay 
attention to, engage with and remember new information. Hence, the title 
of this book: Humane Teaching. Humane is defi ned as: ‘that which is marked 
or motivated by concern with the alleviation of suff ering’. This book is about 
how to present new information without infl icting suff ering on our students 
– not because we’re nice people, but because we want to be very eff ective 
teachers.

If you’re wondering why we printed the ‘e’ at the end of the word ‘humane’ 
in bold, it’s because the ‘e’ stands for ‘engagement’, which is what makes 
your lessons work. Any time you focus on the Humane (i.e., no suff ering) 
aspect of delivering your lessons, you will instantly increase a student’s level 
of engagement – mentally, physically and emotionally. And, as engagement 
levels rise, so does the chance of your teaching being eff ective. This is why 
the nine strategies in this book are all designed to maximize the engagement 
levels of your class.
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Please note: this book is intended for teachers of all experience levels, in 
any subject fi eld. If you’re just starting out as a teacher, you’ll fi nd numerous 
broad strategies you can use immediately – clear, focused ideas that will not 
only instantly increase the value of any lesson, but will also decrease your 
stress levels while presenting the material. If you’re an experienced teacher, 
you probably already understand the principles this book is based on, but 
you’ll still fi nd value in the specifi c, practical ideas to boost your teaching 
eff ectiveness.

Before we dive into Humane teaching, we need to preface everything we’re 
about to talk about with a radical idea. Here it is: Telling is not teaching. 
Lecture is merely one, small piece in the puzzle required to help students 
engage with, understand and recall new information.  They also need to talk 
about it, think it through, connect it with their existing knowledge, and fi nd 
specifi c ways to remember it.

Of course, lecture is still useful and is sometimes the quickest and easiest 
means of delivering new information. When this is the case, this book will not 
only help you create, but deliver a lesson that gets the results you are hoping 
to achieve – without your class losing the will to live.

One fi nal thought: Please don’t ‘read’ this book in the same way you’d read a 
novel. There’s no plot here, no sequence of events, no character development 
to follow and certainly no climax. Instead, read only the parts that are 
important to you. Meaning this book was written to be browsed through, 
much as you’d browse through a shop. Open it up, thumb through it, fi nd 
something that interests you and explore that idea. The ideas are presented 
as succinctly as possible, so you can quickly grasp the idea and decide if it’s 
going to be useful in your specifi c situation. When you’re ready, amble on to 
another section of interest.

We understand you are extremely busy. By approaching the 
material in the book in this way, we hope that – in a very 
short period – you’ll be able to get real value out of the 
time you invest in reading it. You’ll become a more 
confi dent, eff ective and, above all, Humane 
teacher – and your class will thank you for it!
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I: OVERVIEW OF ‘THE NINE’

PARTITION

PAUSE

PROCESS

_______

MEANING

MOVEMENT

MOOD

_______

LANGUAGE

CHOICE

DIFFERENCE
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II: IN JUST ONE PAGE …

PARTITION
What it means:
To ‘partition’ a lesson means to break it into manageable units of information.

Why it’s important:
Students cannot pay attention for very long. If any part of a lesson goes 
on for too long, their minds will wander, and they will begin to lose focus. 
Breaking your lesson into manageable segments allows your class to build a 
foundation of understanding, piece by piece. This makes for a fully attentive, 
fully focused class – and a successful lesson.

How to do it:
First, break your lesson into logical sections of content. Realistically, this 
is about three – or at most four – ‘chunks’ of information per hour. Each 
chunk may have two or three pieces of important information within it. World 
Language and Math teachers are really good at this!

Next fi nd a diff erent way to present each section of the information, so you 
keep engaging your class. For example:

• Your fi rst section might be a background of the situation – you might set 
 the stage by referring to a painting, photograph, video, or other artifact. 

• Section two might involve the class analyzing a set of data or processes 
 as part of a group exercise. 

• Section three might be a basic PowerPoint presentation with you 
 talking through some critical information and ideas.

• Section four could involve student groups creating something to help 
 them remember the content – a poster, pamphlet, model or other visual. 

The key is to use a mix of delivery modes, which breaks up the lesson 
and enables your class to link diff erent lessons to diff erent experiences – 
supporting their ability to remember all the new information.
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PAUSE

What it means:
Pause frequently during your lesson for students to absorb information.

Why it’s important:
Students fi nd it almost impossible to read and listen eff ectively at the 
same time. Pausing also gives you a chance to think about and prepare the 
sentence you’re going use to explain the new information. Nothing will lose 
your classes’ confi dence faster than introducing a slide or teaching episode 
with ‘ummm’.

How to do it:
Pause whenever you physically hand out information to your class to give 
them a chance to read the information before you continue talking. If you 
talk at them while they are trying to read your handouts they won’t be able 
to either listen or read eff ectively – it’s a waste of everyone’s time. 

The same principle applies to your PowerPoint slides or whiteboard visuals. 
Every time you put up a slide or visual, pause to let your class read or process 
that information or image before continuing. Otherwise, they will still be 
trying to read as you start talking. This is both irritating for them and means 
they are highly unlikely to absorb anything you say.

Note: It’s the kiss of death to put up a slide that lists your speaking points 
almost word for word. Your class will read the slide at their own pace and 
your words will wash over their heads like background music.
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PROCESS

What it means:
Give students time to process each new segment or important piece of 
content.

Why it’s important:
Students need to process new information – by talking, writing or thinking 
about it – if they are to encode it as a long-term memory. This allows them 
to say, write or consider new vocabulary and make connections with their 
existing knowledge. Importantly, while they do this, it allows you, the teacher, 
time to take a break, organize your thoughts and prepare to deliver the next 
nugget of information.

How to do it:
Look at the key messages or pieces of content in your lesson and identify 
what is really important for your class to remember. For each of these, identify 
a way for them to process it. Processing can take many forms – choose 
methods that make sense for your content. Common examples include:

 • getting your class to talk with each other to be sure they understand 
  the content by using a cooperative learning technique such as pair-share.

 • giving your class time to refl ect for themselves.

 • asking your class to take a moment to write down their thoughts.

 • asking for examples of how the content applies to their specifi c 
  situations-this is critical.

Note: processing takes time, so you need to build time for this into your lesson.
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MEANING

What it means:
Create connections and context to make information real, relevant and 
memorable.

Why it’s important:
For students to remember new information, they need to connect it to 
existing memories. Unless we tie our information to something relevant to 
our students, they will fi nd it hard to remember. Explaining context is often 
a vital part of this process. Sometimes, we have to start by establishing why 
our class needs to know this information or how it relates to something they 
care about – especially critical in an urban environment.

How to do it:
Look at the information in your lesson and ask yourself: How will my content 
benefi t my class? How will it help them acquire important information and 
skills?  What might happen if they don’t understand this information? Why 
do they care? You need to answer these questions at the beginning of your 
lesson and whenever you move to a new section. At all times, your class 
needs to see the relevance of the information in relation to their own lives or 
interests. Authenticity is a key ingredient in eff ective instruction.

For example, imagine you are teaching the features of waves to a group of 
high school students. If you start with: ‘Today, we’re going to learn about the 
features of waves…’ you’ll get a collective groan and a big, ‘So what?’ 

But if you open with: ‘Imagine we’ve just heard a Tsunami is 100 miles away, 
heading for our town.  What vital information do you need to know to save 
your life?’ Students will start to think about: How high will be the wave be?  
How fast can it travel? How long before the next wave? This will prompt a 
conversation about the features of waves they will actually be interested in.  
The goal is to get your class to a point where they think the information they’re 
about to learn is important – valuable to them. This creates a framework 
of meaning that gives the material validity and relevance, creating the true 
desire to learn.
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MOOD

What it means:
Create an environment – an atmosphere – in which students naturally function well.

Why it’s important:
When students are comfortable on every level – socially, emotionally, mentally 
and physically – they are in the best possible state to take in, process and 
retain information. If they are bored, stressed, embarrassed or physically 
uncomfortable, students can’t and don’t learn. They experience the classic 
‘fi ght or fl ight’ syndrome: In classroom terms, they disagree or disengage.

How to do it:
Consider any situation when a group of students come together in a happy 
and relaxed state. What contributes to this atmosphere? Does music help? Is 
the seating arrangement student friendly? Are students talking to each other? 
Laughing? If you can weave some of these basic human mood-improving 
actions into your daily classroom practice you’ll put students at ease. There 
are simple ways to do this, such as:

• playing music as students are coming in

• making sure there is natural light and fresh air if possible

• introducing plants or desk-top fountains to humidify the room

• using lamps as an alternative to fl orescent fi xtures

• giving students an opportunity to talk to each other

• changing the room set-up regularly and using 
 comfortable chairs 

• weaving some humor into the lesson

• in general, deinstitutionalizing the environment

If students feel happy, relaxed and comfortable, they are in the optimum 
state for receiving, engaging with and remembering new information.
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