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46: “I’m working it out,” said 
John: An Active Learning 
Approach to Punctuation 
 

English teacher John Atkinson describes a 
series of active learning lessons designed 
to get students to understand punctuation 
by working out the rules themselves. 

A version of this article was published in 
Issue 18 of English Drama Media in 2010, 
and is available online to members of NATE, 
along with the entire archive of NATE 
magazines. 
 
 
This article is a description of the development and implementation of a set of stand-alone lessons, 
which took place at a large comprehensive secondary in Yorkshire, in which students worked out 
how to use punctuation for themselves, were given strategies to aid their memory, and given time 
to fix their understanding. 
 
What’s the point? 
‘Learning occurs through the brain making its own meaning, making its own sense of things...’ 
(Ginnis 2002); active learning ‘has as its aim the need for students to take charge of their 
learning’ (McMorrow 2006) and ‘happens when students... take a more interactive relationship with 
the subject matter of a course, encouraging them to generate rather than simply to receive 
knowledge.’ (Teaching Resources Center 2007) so ‘students achieve deep learning as they 
construct knowledge and create meaning...’ (Haack 2008).  Simply put, students learn best when 
they work things out for themselves.  
 
Punctuation is ideal for an active learning approach for several reasons. Firstly, it has distinct rules  
which can be learned. Secondly, it’s boring: I wanted to show that these methods could be used to 
make a rather dry topic more fun and more deeply learnt. 
 
In the classroom 1: Punctuating Direct Speech with lower ability students 
My first target group was a low-ability Year 11 set who were targeted Es and Fs at GCSE, who 
struggled to get a variety of punctuation into their writing, and who often forgot the most basic 
punctuation marks when employing direct speech. As these were C and D grade descriptors, I  
knew I was challenging them to punch above their weight, but believed that these methods could 
really help them: if they were switched on, they would try harder, learn better and be capable of 
mastering work more difficult than usual. 
 
I looked at my existing resources: I was particularly proud of a cloze exercise I’d created. The 
sheet gave the rules surrounding punctuating direct speech (‘All of the spoken words and any 
punctuation should be surrounded by speech marks’, etc.) and, once read, there was a short 
passage which students punctuated. It was great: detailed, including AfL and broken up to make it 
easily understandable... but the students kept getting it wrong. 
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I turned the exercise on its head. I created lots of instances of direct speech and punctuated them 
correctly, showing how speech is punctuated but giving none of the rules. I split them up, beginning 
with just the words surrounded by speech marks:  
 
“I am very angry!”    “Do I look angry?”    “I am calm now.” 
 
I then moved onto more sophisticated usage, which identified the speaker and the way in which the 
words were said, either at the beginning or at the end:  
 
Mr Atkinson shouted, “I am very angry!”                 “Do I look angry?” asked Mr Atkinson. 
 
I ended up with three sheets: spoken words without speaker; speaker at the front; speaker at the 
end.  
 
Thinking about the class, I knew that some scaffolding would be needed to get them to work the 
rules out, so used prompt questions or keywords to push them in the right direction:  What goes 
inside the speech marks? 
 
I then planned the structure of the activity. In pairs, students would be given an A4 sheet which 
showed speech (without a speaker), with some keywords and questions: 
 

 
 
Once they had discussed the conventions, and come up with and recorded their rules, they would 
be checked and a second A4 sheet given, this time with a speaker and way of speaking after the 
speech. Again, students would create rules, have them checked and, finally, be given a third A4 
sheet, this time with the speaker coming before the speech: 
 
“What grade do you want?” 
“What grade do you want?” asked James. 
James shouted, “What grade do you want?” 
 
During this phase of the lesson, I would help any pairs who were stuck and listen to them 
explaining the rules before I gave them the next sheet. At the end of the activity, the students would 
have seen direct speech correctly punctuated in a variety of forms with a variety of sentence 
functions; investigated the rules through discussion; put their understanding of the rules into their 
own words. The students would do all those wonderful things that make up active learning: 
students taking charge of learning; interactivity with the subject matter; the construction of 
knowledge.  
 
To further consolidate the learning, I produced a PowerPoint of unpunctuated speech to which the 
students would add punctuation through punctuation karate (also known as punctuation kung fu), 
an idea taken from Phil Beadle on Channel 4’s The Unteachables (2009/10). This is an excellent, 
loud, kinaesthetic activity, filled with laughter and silliness, and just the job for making emotional 
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learning connections. I would teach the actions of punctuation karate and go through the slides, 
with the students adding in the punctuation using their karate moves, demonstrating  
understanding: 
 

 
 
The lesson itself ran smoothly. My Head of Department observed me, bringing with him a Deputy 
Head and English AST. It was judged to be ‘Outstanding’, with both making comments on the areas 
I’d focused on, such as the demonstration of a variety of learning styles, and students making 
sense of the learning for themselves. What I was most pleased about, though, were the comments 
from the students: several told me how fun the lesson had been and one boy had gone to his next 
lesson stillenthused and talking to his friends about punctuating direct speech. A Learning Support 
Assistant told me he’d talked about how it all made sense now and how he would be able to 
remember what to do in the exam, and even taught a friend in a higher set how to punctuate. 
 
In the classroom 2: Colons and Semicolons with higher ability students 
My second target group was a high ability Y8 set with several Gifted & Talented students. I wanted 
them to understand the learning process, so planned time to discuss the lesson and a little of the 
science behind active learning, talking briefly about work expounded by Ginnis and Curran, noted 
above. 
 
I approached the resources for the second lesson, on colons and semicolons, in exactly the same 
way and went through the same processes: I showed a range of colon and semicolon usage 
before giving keywords and, due to the more sophisticated nature of the punctuation, some 
questions. The learning was consolidated through another PowerPoint for use with punctuation 
karate: 
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And finally…  

As the lessons had been so well received by my classes, I gave a short training session to other 
teachers which described my research on active learning, and asked my colleagues to learn 
actively by doing the activities themselves; they did the lesson as students. I was asked to repeat 
this session at a Subject Leaders’ Development Meeting, and my materials were made available to 
all English departments in the area. Shortly after my in-school training, I asked three teachers, all 
in their NQT or first few years of teaching, to teach the punctuation lesson at least once to a KS3 
class, and asked them to get feedback via a questionnaire. I also asked the teachers to record 
their thoughts on the methods. 
 
Feedback was very positive. Nearly all respondents felt that ‘working out for yourself’ helped them 
to learn better, and that the kinaesthetic punctuation karate activity helped them to embed the 
learning. The responses suggest that the lessons achieved their goal, making the learning of the 
rules of punctuation interesting and easily recalled. The students overwhelmingly enjoyed the 
lessons and wanted to learn more by themselves, finding active learning methods superior to 
spoon-feeding. The teachers agreed and will use active learning methods in the future. 
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