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Rationale 

Starter activities in my subject area of mathematics have been used widely and for varying 
reasons. These include settling classes, retrieval practice and linking into the lesson ahead. 
(Stephens, 2014) lists six different types of starter activity all with differing uses. The focus 
of this exercise will be to look at starter activities as a motivator- to identify whether pupils 
are in the correct mindset for learning. This idea stems from the fact that their attention and 
energies are quickly focussed on a task (Cowley, 2010). This is also supported from (Tauber, 
2007) who states that students may be ‘too busy’ to misbehave if they can engage with their 
starter activity. 

Being a secondary teacher with 50-minute lessons for each class, it is important to settle 
pupils as efficiently as possible to ensure as much time as possible for teaching new concepts 
and practice. As a practitioner who uses starter tasks for every class, it is important to 
consider how pupils feel post starter in terms of their readiness to learn. 

 

Aims 

The aims of this research were: 

• To investigate the effectiveness of starter tasks on preparing pupils for engagement in 
learning. 

• To then use these findings to inform future practice. 

 

Methodology 

The enquiry was undertaken in conjunction with four other practitioners- three primary 
teachers and a Modern Languages teacher. Findings were taken from an S1 class of thirty-
two pupils, with a focus on a particular group of six pupils. These pupils were chosen by each 
practitioner to give as wide a variation of needs/abilities as possible. 

While the age range and competencies of pupils was wide ranging across all five teachers 
involved, the starter activities themselves were kept consistent. These were of the form of a 
‘Daily 10’ on mathematics. The subject of the starter was linked to learning that would take 
place during the proceeding lesson. Pupils would be given ten questions on, for example, 
fractions and have a set time to answer each question. This time would be determined by the 
classroom teacher depending on the topic of the starter. These activities were completed in 
the back of pupils’ classwork jotter. 

The timeframe of this study was every day (Monday-Friday) over a four-week period at the 
start of each lesson, with the exception of one week with two in-service days.  



																																																																																																																																									 	
	

	

Evidence collected was mainly qualitative in nature, consisting of pupil questionnaires, 
issued at the end of lessons, asking how ready they feel to learn post starter. These 
questionnaires were the same and asked: 

‘How ready do you feel to learn after the starter task?’ 

The pupil options for response were as follows: 

• ‘Very ready’ 
• ‘A little bit ready’ 
• ‘Not ready at all’ 

These were designed to cater to all pupils involved in the study in both primary and 
secondary. These questionnaires were issued in the form of an exit pass, allowing for 
participants to reflect on not only the starter but the whole lesson, thinking about how they 
worked and whether the starter had a positive influence upon this. These slips were issued 
once per week during the course of the study. 

Jotters would regularly be collected for checks as pupils would mark their own work. These 
checks would be to simply see if pupils were engaging with the starter task in the correct way 
and to gauge if the level was appropriate for pupils partaking in the study. 

As well as this, observations would be made by the classroom teacher on how engaged the 
pupils were in the starter activity and the subsequent lesson and notes were taken relating to 
this. The classroom teacher would also engage in informal dialogue with pupils to gain 
information on pupil feeling toward starter tasks, particularly the Daily 10. 

 

Findings 

The findings of this investigation are as follows: 

Pupil Questionnaires 

The questionnaires gave positive results from the beginning of the study, possibly due to the 
pupils in focus here already being in the routine of conducting starter tasks. The focus group 
of six pupils, across the four weeks answered positively on the whole with four pupils 
answering ‘Very ready’ on each occasion, one answering ‘A little bit ready’ in the first 
instance and ‘Very ready’ in subsequent weeks and one pupil moving from ‘Not ready at all’ 
to ‘A little bit ready’ over the course of the study. It is also worth noting that this pupil was 
the only one to mark ‘Not ready at all’ at any point across the full class over the course of the 
study. These findings can be seen in figure 1.  



																																																																																																																																									 	
	

	

 
        Figure 1: Focus group responses to questionnaire exit slip over time. 

 

Whole class response to the same question can be seen below: 

 
          Figure 2: Whole class responses to questionnaire exit slip over time. 

 

For both the focus group and whole class, the same upward trend can be seen on both 
occasions, with more pupils responding positively to the starter task in terms of their 
readiness to learn. From conversations with the pupils, this upward trend seems to correlate 
with more pupils thinking about their learning and what the starter task is there to achieve for 
them. Some of the conversations had with pupils pointed to this: 

• “I like the starter because it helps me think properly” 
• “I always feel good after the starter because I get the questions right” 
• “I don’t like doing the starter but I get why we have to” 

These comments are a selection of some of the more positive responses to the starter 
activities and how they prepare pupils from the focus group. While not all conversations were 
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completely positive, the vast majority were and reflected results gained from the 
questionnaires.  

During jotter checks, it was witnessed that many pupils would frequently score 10/10. This 
could be due to the fact the level of the Daily 10 activities was slightly too low however, as 
most pupils responded positively and the aim of these starters was to prepare pupils to learn, 
this could be looked at as making pupils feel more confident in mathematics before they 
move on to a new topic.  

Observing the class during the starter, most of the pupils were engaged. The set time limit 
seemed to focus the pupils and also keep the starter timely. The focus group pupils were 
mostly engaged with the exception of one pupil who has frequent behaviour issues and 
responded to the questionnaire ‘Not ready at all.’ This pupil did however show improvement 
in engagement level over the course of the study. Furthermore, the transition into the lesson 
and the subsequent engagement in said lesson was smooth, especially as the pupils were 
asked more about how the starter effects them. This was especially useful as the class 
participating in the study arrive to maths after lunch four times per week, meaning they can 
be more challenging to settle.  

 

Conclusions 

Looking more generally at the various findings, the overall response from pupils was 
positive. This was the case for the focus group and the whole class. The starter activities 
themselves were perhaps pitched at a level not entirely suitable for a level 3 S1 class 
however, this seemed to boost some pupils’ confidence while not impacting positively or 
negatively on their ability. This is supported by (Cowley, 2010) who states that pupils being 
able to easily engage with a starter leads to more positive learning throughout the lesson. 

The purpose of the starter, to prepare pupils for the forthcoming lesson, was observed to be 
effective. The responses from the participants also reflected the findings from the teacher 
observations in both their formal and informal feedback. The upward trend of responses 
coupled with pupil comments could lead to be attributed to the fact that pupil awareness of 
the purpose of the starter and awareness of their own learning was brought into focus as 
pupils were already in the routine of performing a starter task upon entering the class on any 
given day.  

One shift was that, during the course of the study, the pupils were engaging with a task that 
linked into the forthcoming lesson as opposed to tasks that linked to prior learning which 
participants previously interacted with.  

 

Implications for Future Practice 

Starter activities are something that I have utilised throughout my time in teaching and this 
study has underlined their importance due to the positive responses from young people. These 



																																																																																																																																									 	
	

	

responses and my own observations have led me to the conclusion that starters to prepare for 
learning works in the context of my classroom environment. This study has encouraged me to 
consider the following issues going forward in my classroom practice: 

• The content of the starter 
• The timing of the starter 
• What I am looking to achieve from the starter. 
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