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I did about ½ day of ‘formal’ observation at Kelly Middle School (Pflugerville ISD).  It is interesting to compare those observations with what I see in the day-to-day operations at Grisham Middle School (Round Rock ISD) where I tutor regularly.  Kelly Middle School (KMS) appears to be very new and pristine.  Grisham was built in the late 1970s and is a much smaller school, serving a more diverse student population.

In terms of the physical aspects of planning for a learner centered instruction, I noticed that KMS used lighting and paint colors to focus attention at the front of the room.  The ‘attention’ wall was a darker color than the rest of the walls & contrasted with the bright white board used for most of the instruction.  There were numerous built in cabinets and shelves for student and teacher supplies.  The smart board was controlled from the teacher’s desk computer, without having to have a projector moved to the front of the classroom – there was nothing to obstruct students’ views of the instructional area.  The hallways seemed to be very wide in KMS, too.  I did not notice a much hallway noise during passing periods.
Grisham, on the other hand, has no identifiable color schemes in the classrooms.  Their school colors blue and white are evident throughout the campus, but not overwhelming.  Most classroom walls are off-white, offering little contrast and contributing somewhat to eye-strain.  Some teachers have painted a wall or two, but this seems to be an individual teacher preference.  Many of the classrooms have added smart-boards, but there are projectors set up at the front of most classrooms which can block students’ views of the lesson.  The hallways are narrower and noisier during passing periods.  Shelving and cabinets are free-standing.  This has pros and cons – the teacher has more control over where the ‘front’ of the classroom resides.

These obvious physical differences between old and new facilities seem to play at least a minor role in noise and comfort levels.  Aside from the newness of the facility (which the teachers can’t change), teachers at both KMS and Grisham tend to set up their classrooms so that warm-ups or brain teasers are readily available as the students enter the classroom (or are on the projector); they have student supplies off to the sides of the classroom; and they all attempt to create a ‘front’ instructional wall.  Classroom rules are posted so that they are visible from all seats and there is a place designated to write the agenda for the day and list any homework assignments.  Most middle school  teachers I have observed also have a home-work drop off location and some have a place for the students to keep work that is ‘in-progress’.

Classroom instruction sequences are very similar also – there is usually a ‘warm-up’ period where students work on their own on a problem or two while the teacher checks attendance and homework for completion.  They progress to homework review and then on to the main lesson of the day.  Once the teacher’s instructional part of lesson is complete the students work on the activity for the day, often in groups of 2 to 4.  During that time, the teacher travels around the classroom, answering questions and directing students back on task as needed.  Near the end of the class period, the teacher gives a brief summary of the lesson and reminds the students about any homework that may be due.

How smoothly these transitions occurred from one task to another appears to be directly related to how organized the teacher is and the classroom management techniques he/she uses.  Yelling at students in a disorganized classroom has little effect; it just becomes more of the commotion.  The KMS teacher I observed did no yelling & everyone got their work done by the end of the class period.  Her classroom just seemed to function smoothly – certain students had chores (perhaps this rotates) to get or return supplies or pass out papers at the beginning and end of class.
Grisham has recently made a big push to incorporate learning stations once a week.  The stations allows students to get up and move in an organized fashion during the class and varied types of activities – writing, building, computing, matching, etc. address the needs of students with different learning styles.  This has been very successful at Grisham – some students that are ‘booster’ students have made noticeable gains on their in-class test scores (Kyle made a 93 on his last exam!).  I was only there for one day, but the KMS teacher used various types of instruction in her class, too – lecture, visual aids, building nets, & working in small groups.  

All of the middle school classrooms I have visited have student work posted on the walls or bulletin boards.  Grisham also puts student work up in the hallways – particularly larger posters and charts that the students had made.   Some of the hallways at Grisham have been decorated by art students – they have very nice graphic designs on display.  I did not notice student work up in the hallways at KMS, but I could be mistaken.  Most teachers also had students put completed (& correct) work on the board as the lesson progressed.
Having only visited for a half-day, I do not know how KMS as a whole generates a learning environment for its students.  I know KMS encourages teachers to take an active mentoring role in student life and achievement – the teacher I observed was mentoring a group of 3 or 4 boys that were at risk.  Their conversations were very enlightening – one of them failed on purpose because he would rather be at school in the summer than be at home.  None of them saw themselves as having a future that would be important or respected in the larger community.  She was providing a vital role in identifying the problems that are holding these boys back.

Grisham strives to make a welcoming learning environment for a very diverse student population (ethnic, cultural, and socio-economic) – all students are encouraged to participate in school activities.  I have been to a mythology bee, to a student-faculty basketball game, watched ‘native-language’ day, and I know I’ve missed other school and community events.  

Grisham provides a ‘safe’ environment for students having difficulties on a given day or need a quite place to wind down before getting themselves into trouble.  This is the focus room – if a student is having a bad day they can and do ask to take their work to the focus room.  The coach/counselor/principal there is particularly good at working with troubled kids.  Similar to the focus room is a content management room – another quiet place where students that are easily distracted often get sent or ask to go to take exams.  A quiet place set up for exams and individual study, both of these places are considered safe places by the students.
In summary, the physical nature of the facilities plays a role in the student’s learning environment, the school community plays a larger role in the student’s learning environment, but the teacher is paramount.  The teacher can make his/her classroom a welcoming, learning, safe environment where all students are encouraged to learn.  An organized teacher is more able to set clear expectations and evaluate fairly based on those expectations.  Teachers that recognize student accomplishments foster real self-confidence in the students and a desire for achievement.  The teacher is the role model – exemplifying academic rigor and modeling accountable talk.


