
	

Exploring the Effects of Starter Tasks on Readiness for Learning  
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Rationale  

My rationale for conducting an enquiry into the effects of starters on readiness to learn aligns 
with Phillips’ (2001) thinking that lesson starters can ‘hook’ learners from the initial task to 
the main lesson through a stimulating link. Smith (1998) explains that lesson starters can also 
‘connect’ learning between lessons, allowing for a deeper learning experience. Finally, Muijs 
and Reynolds (2001) explains that starters can be used to ‘manage’ learners during transitions 
between learning topics by reducing disruption through creation of a lesson routine.  

Overall, conducting a practitioner enquiry will improve my teaching methodology and 
practice through self-reflection. Gilchrist (2018) presents the idea that teacher confidence and 
agency are improved through practitioner enquiry, resulting from increased reflection on 
one’s self as a teacher. Guilfoyle (1995) and Hamilton (1995) further explain that critical 
reflection provides a means for practitioners to gain a better understanding of their teaching 
experience. 

Implementing a practitioner enquiry as a group pushes forward improvement for a wider 
community. Gilchrist (2018) encourages the growth of professional learning communities 
within a school wide culture that focusses on growing and sustaining school improvement 
through professional enquiry. The General Teaching Council for Scotland (online) agrees 
with this idea by stating that findings from a professional enquiry can be ‘shared’, allowing it 
to become something for other practitioners to also learn from and reflect on.   

 

Aims 

By undertaking this enquiry, I sought to find out the impact of using well planned starters on 
pupil’s readiness to learn. From this, I plan to use the information gathered to inform my 
future practice, improving my teaching methodology and pedagogical approach to learning.  

 

Methodology 

The enquiry took place over a four week period in a primary 5 class of 31 pupils. To maintain 
a consistent approach and continuity with the other primary practitioners in the enquiry 
group, it was agreed to focus on the impact of using starter tasks on readiness for learning in 
maths lessons alone. As well as looking at the findings from the whole class set, a focus 
group of six pupils was chosen. I intentionally chose 2 pupils from each maths set within the 
class group for three main reasons: 

1) to explore the impact to readiness for learning over a range of mathematical 
understanding;   

2) to have a true reflection of the class with their being a wide range in mathematical 
understanding across the class group; and 

3) to account for the impact on learners with additional support needs.  

The starter task used was kept consistent across the primary practitioners in the enquiry group 
to maintain further continuity. It was agreed we would use the free resource found on 
Topmarks website called ‘Daily 10’ (Daily 10 - Mental Maths Challenge - Topmarks, 2020). 



	

Linking the starter to a subsequent segment of the maths lesson was fundamental for 
measuring the effect on readiness to learn. Initially the plan was to link the operations 
covered in the Daily 10 to the operations focussed on the main body of the lesson. However, I 
found that I was teaching shape for part of the four week period and so instead I linked the 
starter task to the mental agility segment of the maths lesson. I used the ‘Level 2’ option of 
difficulty and used a selection of all four operations (addition, subtraction, multiplication and 
division) in rotation over the course of the enquiry.  

The data used to measure the effect of starters on readiness for learning was gathered in four 
main ways, and are as follows: 

1) Teacher Observations – I took observation notes of the learners as they participated in 
the Daily 10 starter task. Observations had three levels; focus group; whole class; and 
individual learner (within and outwith the focus group). 
 

2) Multiple Choice Questionnaires – Learners were instructed to mark their readiness to 
learn using a smiley face system in their jotters beside the Daily 10 task for that day. 
A happy face indicating ready to learn, straight face indicating somewhat ready to 
learn and a sad face indicating not ready to learn.  
 

3) Student Performance – Learners marked their answers to the Daily 10 questions. I 
cross-checked their performance to their self-assessed readiness to learn to give 
context to questionnaire data. There was risk that learners would misunderstand 
meaning behind the smiley and link it to performance rather than readiness to learn.  
 

4) Informal Conversation with Focus Group – Upon completion of the enquiry I asked 
the learners in the focus group how they linked the Daily 10 with their readiness to 
learn.  

The Daily 10 starter was conducted at the start of every maths lesson I taught over the four 

week period. The starter was conducted as shown in Figure 1.  

 

 

 

 

Findings  



	

Before commenting on the findings from my data I would like it to be known that there is risk 
that some learners may have misunderstood the instructions for the smiley faces and 

correlated them to their performance on the Daily 10 rather than their readiness for learning.  

 

 

Learner’s response on the whole remained relatively constant throughout the enquiry. The 
response of the learner’s in the focus group correlated positively with the whole class 
responses. The majority of learners indicated that they felt ready to move onto the main body 
of learning after completing the Daily 10.  

 

The data gathered from my observations and pupil performance can be categorised into two 
themes: 

1. Competition; and  
2. Engagement. 

 

Competition 

From my observations it is clear that some learners were visibly distressed at the 
implementation of Daily 10 as the maths starter. The atmosphere created in the class was that 
of a ‘test’ environment. I saw learners attempt to copy from their peers as well as others 
crying when they were unable to solve a question before the timer was up. This occurred 



	

despite my regular reminders that completing the Daily 10 was not a test and the learner’s 
marks at the end was for their own benefit to inform them what they need to improve on. I 
did observe that through time, the learners did become more accustomed to completing the 
Daily 10 as they started to realise it was not a test. However, the learners who were coping 
well with the Daily 10 then became very competitive. This overall created an atmosphere 
where the learners cared more about getting the correct answer and less about how they 
solved the question to get to the correct atmosphere. This was disheartening as I have been 
fostering a growth mindset atmosphere in my classroom from the outset. In line with these 
findings, I observed that when moving on to the mental agility segment of my teaching, less 
learners volunteered to explain how to solve the maths questions than before I used the Daily 
10 as a starter. I think this could be a result of mainly two things; the atmosphere in the class 
changed and learners were fearful of making mistakes; and learners experienced a reduction 
in their confidence.  

Engagement 

I observed that learners were more engaged during the Daily 10 compared to when I 
previously used more interactive mental maths games. I found this aspect beneficial as it 
allowed for all learners to take part in a mental maths activity before moving on to their core 
learning. There was no ‘down time’ for learners as they were all taking part throughout the 
starter.  

I also found that using the Daily 10 in lieu of a more interactive mental maths game, learners 
were calmer and more settled. I have found using a class game could sometimes cause my 
learners to become rowdy and create difficulty when transitioning to the main body of 
learning.  

 

Conclusions 

From my findings into the enquiry on exploring the effects of starters on readiness for 
learning, three prominent conclusions can be made. 

Using the Daily 10 as a whole class does not allow sufficient differentiation for a class with a 
wide range in mathematical understanding. The Daily 10, in effect, removes the inclusivity of 
whole class maths starters.  

The ‘test’ atmosphere created by the Daily 10 creates a toxic competitive atmosphere where 
learners are more concerned with getting the answer correct and less concerned with how 
they got to that answer. This is due to lack of opportunity for interactive class discussion.  

The Daily 10 acts as a good ‘settler’ task, especially when teaching maths in the afternoon 
block of teaching.  

 

Implications for Future Practice 

Going forward, I plan to use the questions generated by the Daily 10 in a more interactive 
mental maths game such as ‘Around the World’ as a maths starter. Since completing the 
enquiry, I have tested this out and it has been received well by my learners. Changing the 
format in this way has removed the toxic competitive atmosphere by creating opportunity to 
discuss how learners solved the maths question to get their answer.  



	

Following the enquiry, I now use the Daily 10 to generate questions for my learners who 
receive extra number work support. This has reduced my planning time while still providing 
a meaningful learning experience for my learners. It provides an element of choice as I allow 
the learners to choose an operation they feel they need to work on most. Being able to use an 
I-Pad also creates ‘novelty’ for the learners who are taken out for support. The learners feel 
positively about receiving the extra support and do not feel as if they are different from their 
peers.   
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