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I started this school year by giving up sugar just for a month and also giving up talking a lot in 

class. I wanted to create a classroom where I only talk 20% of the class-time.  

Now a month into the school year, giving up sugar was a breeze, but giving up talking has 

proven much more challenging.  Kind of like sugar, I wasn’t aware of how it was everywhere in my 

lessons and how it is hard to avoid, unless I really look out for it and pay attention.  

I opened my classes talking about the book I read over the summer which inspired this thinking, ‘Most 

Likely to Succeed—Preparing our Kids for the Innovation Era’ by Tony Wagner and Ted Dintersmith. The book 

suggests a 20:80 ratio as a good aim for an engaged and thinking classroom.  

Students immediately thought 20% teacher wasn’t enough—even they have their own addictions.  I 

then shared my contract with them for the year also inspired by the book: 

I will work to make this class about your learning and growth so that you can 

 Attack meaningful, engaging challenges 

 Have open access to resources 

 Struggle, often for days, and learn how to recover from failure 

 Form your own points of view 

 Engage in frequent discussion and debate 

 Learn to ask good questions 

 Collaborate 

 Display accomplishments publicly 

 Work hard because you will be intrinsically motivated 

They were unconvinced that they could be prepared for an ATAR exam by reading outside of class, 

taking careful notes and then using class time to listen to each other, ask questions, and seek depth and 

connections. I am still struggling to not take over in lecture mode to ‘front load’, which I think there is 

likely a need for sometimes. Kind of like how I still eat fruit, just not anything with added sugar.  

 

Becoming aware of how much I talked in class was a lot like becoming aware of how sugar 

hides in my favourite salt and vinegar chips. I have changed the classroom so that most 

days I talk less than 50% of the class time. There are silent pauses as students get used to 

their new responsibilities. Just as I pause in the chip and candy aisles, I wait for a student 

to speak, thinking of all the insights I could offer.  Instead, I stay quiet in the classroom 

and at the grocery I pass through the aisle adding nothing to my basket. Each leaves me feeling better. 

Each leaves me wondering about the next steps to take. 
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