Tracy Palmer’s Observations


What an amazing opportunity it has been to observe a variety of teachers in different schools.  It has also been a fantastic learning experience to be the one to set up the observations, allowing me to interact with principles in two middle schools and their staff.  I chose to do all my observations in the Leander Independent School District at two different schools.  I have been able to watch relatively young teachers, mature teachers with years and years of experience and even a teacher who, like me, has through alternative certification made teaching a second career.   Each teacher I have seen uses a variety of techniques and teaching methods.  Each teacher has strengths and weaknesses that can be learned from.  And observing only four teachers leaves me with the notion that I could observe 100 classrooms and still learn something different and valuable every time.  My write-up is verbose but I hope complete.  Several of the things I encountered left me thinking long after leaving the class and I hope that I have shared some of them accurately here.
Observation 1

On Monday, February 19th I observed the 6th grade math class of Debora Allred at Wiley Middle School in the Leander Independent School District.  My observation was scheduled by Assistant Principle Jennifer Dermody.  Mrs. Allred is not only the head of the 6th grade math department, but she is also the head of the math department for the entire school.  This was a regular math class with 18 students that lasted for 85 minutes without a break, running from 8:55-10:20.  On this day, Mrs. Allred was teaching perimeter of rectangles and squares as well as circumference of circles.  It was obvious within the first 10 seconds of meeting Mrs. Allred that she is an extremely busy woman.

My initial impression of her class was one of organized chaos.  She clearly had a place for the materials in her class but it seemed disorganized at first appearance.  One entire wall of the classroom was lined with built-in bookcases along the top and a counter with cabinets underneath.  There was a large closet at the end closest to the door.  Each drawer under the counter along this wall was labeled with supplies such as paper, pens, rulers, markers, etc.  (As it turns out, all the classrooms I visited had the same basic layout.)  One the counter were 3 crates, each containing files for the students in a particular block, very much like the crates Dr. Chipley uses for our class.  There was also a tub of personal sized white boards available near the door. 

The classroom was arranged with the teacher desk in the corner adjacent to the door with the cabinets/bookcases between.  The overhead was front and center and I’m sure was never moved.  Desks were arranged around the overhead in rows, all facing forward.  Students were seated in every other desk with no students directly next to their neighbor.  This arrangement has the benefit of keeping everyone’s focus on the front and reducing side-talk but it seems a huge waste of space and made getting around to access the students cumbersome.  It seems too that it would take longer for the students to pair up and resettle for group or partner work.  There was a long desk directly in front of the class centered under the projector screen that was completely covered in papers.  They were mostly in stacks but I would have been challenged to make any sense of them if I were teaching as a substitute in her class.  Likewise, her desk was a disaster.  I’m too much of a neat freak to feel comfortable in that environment but I’m sure it works for her.

Mrs. Allred made fantastic use of her back whiteboards.  The whiteboard was broken into three sections with colored tape.  Each of her three class blocks had their own section of the board denoted by color.  Inside that section was listed the objective with TEKS numbers and the agenda for the day.  She also had room for a laminated copy of the student behavior contract that was signed by each student.  I noticed that each contract was somewhat different so I assume they were done together by class.  She used another portion of the back board to display school principles.  School safety procedures and phone numbers were located near the phone right by the door.

Mrs. Allred placed 5 questions on the overhead for the students to complete as a morning warm-up exercise.  As the students filed in, they chatted a little but were mostly getting settled into their spots.  They clearly knew where the supplies were around the room and made use of these without disturbing Mrs. Allred, who was busy managing the paper stacks on the front work desk.  

After the bell rang, Mrs. Allred interrupted the students who were working and began a discussion on the 6 weeks celebration that was coming up.  This discussion accounted for about the first 10 min. of class (students were ask to sign-up for a room to be in during the celebration).  There was a ridiculous amount of time spent between students and students/teacher talking about the different rooms and who was going to go where.   She wrapped up her housekeeping time by redirecting the students to the warm-up exercise while she cycled through the class initialing journals and checking passes for tutoring and PACK time (Wiley & all LISD middle schools I’ve been to have a 40 min. block allotted during each day, in this case called PACK, which is a scheduled study hall time.  Students may go to other classes to seek help with work if they have a pass from that teacher.  I LOVE this idea as it makes teachers accessible to students who may need extra help without asking their parents to make before or after school arrangements).  

During this first 20 minutes of class, students went from having 3 kids not engaged (16%) at the first bell, to having 6 kids not engaged (33%) by the time the warm-up was complete.  In my opinion, Mrs. Allred could have completed this particular housekeeping work in far less time without loosing attention by allowing students to do their sign-ups after the lesson, one at a time or by passing the sign-up sheet around quietly.  As it was, she never went over the warm-up, having run out of time I suppose.

At 9:15, Mrs. Allred began teaching Math.  She used a flip chart to display the vocabulary words for the day, their definitions and formulas.  Students were asked to copy the vocabulary into their spiral notebooks that seemed to be used for this purpose alone.  After initial instructions were given (these were limited but the students knew exactly what to do, leading me to believe this was a common routine), all but 2 kids were engaged (11% not engaged).  During this time Mrs. Allred called students one at a time to the front to look at test grades and to return homework.  The tests were kept to be placed in a portfolio.  Mrs. Allred explained that the test scores in general were very good and that she thought these would be excellent products for the portfolios.  She was extremely positive in her feedback to each student, giving specific information about what was done well.  She did so quietly and privately so that other students weren’t disturbed and so that student’s improvements weren’t overheard by others.  After test scores were given out, Mrs. Allred went over the vocabulary on the overhead with the students.  100% of the students were engaged during this review.  Vocabulary lasted 15 minutes.

Mrs. Allred wrapped up the vocabulary discussion by asking students to put away their notebooks and pull out their ‘packets’.  As it turns out, this grade is not using a book this year, but is instead using ‘packets’ created by the team.  These include several pages of short instruction followed by example problems and exercises for students to complete.  It quickly became clear why Mrs. Allred appears so busy!  There is an incredible amount of work that must go into creating these packets and from her ‘side-talk’, the grade level math team is struggling with the district on issue of how many copies the grade is allowed verses how much they need.  All of these issues must be incredibly time consuming and have nothing to do with teaching the students directly.  It must be an enormous drain on the staff!

The packets themselves are what the students take out at 9:30.  They use the packets to follow Mrs. Allred on the overhead.  She reads the concepts in the first section on perimeter aloud and asks several questions of the students relating to the definitions and how they are used.  She uses real world examples such as the distance around a pool that students can easily visualize.  Students don’t wait to be called on individually but quickly answer aloud, often several students together.  Most students seem eager to answer questions and have answers readily available.  During this discussion time, 100% of the students are engaged.  

After going over the example perimeter problem, Mrs. Allred asks students to work the next problem by themselves.  There is a large rectangular area at the bottom of the packet page that they are to do the problem in.  She gives specific directions that they are to draw a picture of the object whose perimeter is in question and solve the problem in the box next to the picture.  They are also told to write at the top of the box the formula they are using.  Students then begin working, raising their hands when they think they are finished.  Mrs. Allred uses this time to circulate between students, attending those whose hands are raised.  If she sees a correct answer in the box, she gives the student a check on the page.  If the student has drawn an incorrect conclusion or doesn’t have the picture, she assists them and then moves on.  Eventually, she has assessed each student’s problem and knows that which students quickly grasp the concept and which needed extra explanations.  She also had the opportunity to give the one-on-one time to these students as the material they were working on was in such small increments.  She repeated the words “Draw, Label, Calculate” many times during the problem solving time. 

This process was repeated several times over the next 30 minutes, covering circle, diameter, radius, and circumference.  Circumference was pretty challenging to the students, even after the first review.  After assessing 4 or so kids work, she stopped the class and re-taught the concept before directing the students to continue the exercise.  There was no question in my mind that at the 10:00 when Mrs. Allred wrapped up this portion of the lesson that every student was on track and had a good grasp of the days concepts.  At home I looked up the TEKS for this material in both 5th & 6th grade.  The things taught this day were dead on for the 6th grade TEKS but interestingly, they were almost exactly the same as the same TEKS topics taught in 5th grade.  If there were nuances that were introduced this day that had not been encountered before, I didn’t see them.  It makes me wonder how much of the day’s lesson review was for perhaps a next lesson that would expand beyond their current knowledge level.  During the mini-lectures and problem work, students remained engaged (90%-95%), with only 1 or 2 student’s off-task at any given time.  One student struggled more than others and was questioned more often by Mrs. Allred to help her stay focused.  The fast pace I’m sure helped this as they didn’t linger overlong on any of the topics.   I noticed students who finished quickly surreptiously started on the next topic.

After the lesson had been finished (they didn’t reach the end of the packet, just finished 3 pages of it), study sheets were passed out for each student to work independently on.   Students were allowed the last 15 minutes of class to work on these, and if they didn’t finish, they were to be done as homework.  During this time, more students wandered off task, with side-talk about non-math related topics becoming more frequent.  When study sheet time started at 10:05, 3 kids were immediately off task (16% disengaged).  Before class was over, these 3 students had wondered back on task at the direction of Mrs. Allred but 4 others had wandered off task (22%).   During this time Mrs. Allred redirected a few students, moved one closer to her and reminded students of the ‘Fun Friday’ phrase on the back board in their color block.  

Evidently as students misbehave, letters are removed from the phrase.  If the phrase has letters remaining on the board at the end of class on Friday, the students are allowed 15 minutes of free time.  The last 5 minutes were crazy as the students completely lost interest in their work and were more concerned with clearing up their desks and getting their things together in preparation for leaving.  This seemed pretty normal though and just part of the transition time.  Threaten though she did, Mrs. Allred never took a letter away.  Students left the room in a pretty orderly fashion and left the room no messier than they had found it.  Mrs. Allred was immediately drawn into a conversation with another teacher and had only a second to say goodbye to me.

Several things about this lesson stuck with me.  Firstly, Mrs. Allred seems to be working from a deficit by not having a resource to work from other than the packets.  The problem isn’t just that of not having a book.   It also stems from what another teacher told me – that the district doesn’t have a defined curriculum like the AISD IPG’s to guide them.  Each team is on their own to determine when and how to cover the TEKS material.   This teams approach was mathematically sound but the packets themselves must be difficult and time consuming to create.  They draw heavily on print resources causing contention with the district.  As a student, I’d find them incredibly boring to look at.   They are all in black and white, without any color to make the illustrations more interesting.  There is no variation in how the packets present the material either.  The whole design just begs for distraction.  I did like the way the material was presented in very small, manageable portions.  I loved that Mrs. Allred was able to assess each student’s progress almost instantly and re-teach on a dime if students didn’t grasp the concepts.  However, this process didn’t allow at all for differentiation and never were students ask to think beyond their examples.  They were not ask to expand on their problems (what if the pool had time around the edge? where else in the yard would this measurement be useful?, etc.)

The students in this class were eager to participate and quick to answer questions.   The teaching model for the packets seemed well rehearsed and seems to be a very comfortable routine for both teacher and student.  I would even suggest that it would be simple and inevitable to fall into a ‘rut’, whereby students loose interest simply because of the monotony of the lessons.  This was a unit that would have worked fabulously with hands on tasks.  Asking students to find the perimeter of the desk, whiteboard, overhead, etc. would have gotten the students up out of their seats, engaged them in accountable talk with their peers and made the whole lesson more fun and more memorable.  Their calculations on perimeter would be more likely to stay with them forever if they had actually done some measuring.  I know this from my own experience!!!  After finding the surface area of a wall to be painted, I’ll never again have to look up the formula.  It just seemed such a shame to keep these active kids in a desk during a unit that was almost custom made for hands on activity!

The Fun Friday behavioral management system is something that must be used or at least encourage school wide as I’ve encountered it in other classrooms while substituting.  My impressions of the system were not changed by observing Mrs. Allred’s class.  In general, I think this method to be lacking and insufficient as a motivator for students.  I think that looking at the letters on Monday and seeing so many of them up there in no way encourages students to behave.  Mrs. Allred’s talk of ‘not having any letters left on Friday’ seems too distant to be a real motivator on Monday.  Taking one letter off still leaves so many up there for other times.  In the minds of middle schoolers who’ve spent all their time at their desks, it’s more fun to talk with neighbors.  They can worry about keeping the other letters later.  In my experience, it isn’t until there are only 2 or 3 letters left that kids pay any attention at all to this method.  I have also found that peer encouragement for better behavior has little impact on the 2 or 3 kids that are acting out.  They often don’t care about the letters and often like the attention they receive from the whole class when they act out and get that last letter taken away.  I prefer a system of management that rewards the behavior that is desired.  I personally like the privilege passes for this but then, I’m not an expert.  I do know that as a substitute, I have no authority to ensure any consequences beyond the hour I have the students and that taking letters away from a phrase doesn’t work at all.   It didn’t seem to work for Mrs. Allred any better although she had well behaved kids.  I attribute this more to the routines she had well established.

On the whole, I was a bit disappointed in this observation.  I feel for the challenges facing this grade team and I know Mrs. Allred is taxed beyond her means.  However I expected more from such a veteran teacher.  I was disappointed in her willingness to let the students sit at their desks for a prolonged period.  Even more disappointing was that this seemed so normal.  I would project that seldom do they wander from this routine.  I would love to see math taught in a more interesting way.  I think that even though the mini-lecture, model a problem, do a problem system seems to work well – it does get boring after a while and doesn’t enhance the reputation of math as being fun and interesting.  Mrs. Allred seemed tired and I’m sure the kids picked up on it.  I certainly did.  I was tired when I left there.  The pervasive feeling in the class was one of restlessness and eagerness to be away.  Perhaps this would be more typical of the last class of the day, but I think it a sad commentary for the first class of the morning.

Observation 2
On Wednesday, February 21st I observed the 8th grade math class of Ami Harman at Henry Middle School in the Leander Independent School District.  My observation was scheduled by Assistant Principle Beth Fitzmaurice.  Mrs. Harman has been teaching for 4 years and is also the girl’s basketball coach.  This was a regular math class with 23 students that lasted for 90 minutes with a 6 minutes break in the middle, running from 11:45-1:15.  On this day, Mrs. Harman was teaching volume and the surface area of shapes.

Students began arriving before the bell rang and were greeted at the door by Mrs. Harman.  It was pretty clear within the first 30 seconds that she has a warm and caring rapport with her students as they were telling her all sorts of stories and laughing together.  She had one student that had just been told he’d not be able to play baseball as he was failing Spanish and she was quick to listen and offer an empathetic shoulder.

The class settled down fairly quickly with Mrs. Harman quickly introducing me and moving on to a mini-lecture on surface area and volume.  Students were told to retrieve their math formula sheets from their supplies and review those for volume and area.   They are the same charts that are found in the TEKS for 8th grade.  These concepts evidently were discussed in the previous lesson.  Mrs. Harman explained the day’s activities which were to build 6 different shaped cubes using 24 unifix cubes.  After building a cube, students were to draw a picture in 3D of the shape and find its surface area and volume, assuming each cube to be 1 unit.  They were also shown worksheets that were to be completed when the activity was done.  The worksheets would be due the next day.  This activity could be done alone or in groups of 2 or 3.  Mrs. Harman used a clump of unifix cubes to demonstrate what she was looking for and together the class found the surface area and volume of her shape.  She was clever in that her shape used a different number of blocks so her students couldn’t reuse her work directly.  

During the explanation of the activity and the review of the concepts, students were completely engaged.  They were noisy but all their talk and their questions were on subject and full of accountable talk.  Mrs. Harman was very specific in setting time limits for the tasks, 3 min. to get cubes, 2 min. to find partners, etc.  She was also very quick to rein in any side talk that didn’t pertain to the lesson.  She seems to have a very firm hand on her class and her expectations must be high as the students were very quick to redirect their behavior with sometimes only a look from her.  She never had to raise her voice.

Perhaps because my first observation was a quite and tedious lesson, this one really captivated my interest.  The students were delighted to be working with something hands on and Mrs. Harman’s enthusiasm about the topic was infectious.  It was fun to see these kids who try so hard to be ‘cool and aloof’ quibbling about what color blocks they were going to use.  Being in partner groups was nothing new to them as they immediately rearranged their desks and headed to comfortable cohorts without direction  As is appropriate for this age, they obviously work in small groups frequently, something Mrs. Harman confirmed for me after class.

The students were at work by 12:00.  They were just completely in love with the activity.  They talked quietly amongst themselves while Mrs. Harman circulated between the groups checking the work and answering the few questions that came up.  She was quick to praise one group of boys whose drawings were very precise.  She walked past one group of girls and used her fingernail to tap on their desk without looking at them as a way of redirecting their talk.  The groups continue to work until 12:30 when the bell rang.  They all jumped out of their seats and left the room.  They clearly had lost track of time.  Mrs. Harman took a few minutes to explain that while they don’t get to do hands on activities quite like this one all that often, the team tried to incorporate manipulatives into the lessons as much as possible.  She showed me a small box of other plastic, three dimensional shapes that they used for other lessons as well.  She said that giving the students the 6 minute break was really necessary at this age.  She found their attentiveness was considerably greater after the break.  This plays well with what we’ve learned in class about physical activity being necessary even through the higher grades.  She also liked that it gave them a few minutes to socialize and thought it reduced the need to chat in class.  She commented that test days were difficult as they didn’t have the break and she could see the students getting fidgety after an hour or so.

The bell rang again at 12:36 and students were quickly seated and working within 2 minutes.  They were noisy but engaged.  The same 2 girls that Mrs. Harman redirect earlier with her walk-by tapping were spoken to again in a quiet whisper and they immediately quieted and worked without talking for several minutes.  I have no idea what she said, but it worked!  I used the time to look around her room since the students were working so well.  She didn’t use much color in her room and no student work was displayed.  She had the day’s objective and the agenda for two math blocks on the board.  One block must be different and two the same judging from her labels.  The objectives did not include any TEKS information.   There were a few posters on the walls and the Leander Learning Principles were posted as well as the class behavior contracts, all signed by the students.  Mrs. Harman’s room had the same basic layout as other LISD middle school rooms with a window opposite the wall of bookshelves & storage space.  She had her desks in rows all facing the front where the overhead projector lived.  She had a few other desks around the room but they didn’t hold anything specific.  I did not note any special places for turning in work or collecting work.  As I mentioned earlier, the seating arrangement was fairly fluid in that the students were quick to rearrange the desks without first consulting Mrs. Harman.  

At about 12:45, another teacher came by and Mrs. Harman left the room, asking me to watch the students, I think because I am a substitute for her team rather frequently.  She was gone for about 10 minutes and returned saying only that another teacher was having trouble with a student and their parents and she was very upset.  I found this really odd.  I’m glad that the team she works with feels like they can come to each other with problems and to seek comfort, and I was glad I was able to help in a small way, but it was unexpected and left me unbalanced for a bit.  While ‘in charge’, I circled the room looking at pictures and passing out the homework sheets to everyone.  A few of the students finished their activity and cleaned up without being told to.  The class remained quiet and on task even with the departure of Mrs. Harman.  Upon returning, Mrs. Harman spoke quietly with her boy that was obviously very depressed about loosing baseball privileges and he seemed a bit perkier after their talk.  

At 12:58, Mrs. Harman asks the class to break back into the regular seating arrangement and to clean up the activity.  This took only a couple of minutes and the students took responsibility for the tasks without much direction.  By 1:00 all were ready to listen.  Mrs. Harman then began a wrap-up by asking a few direct and specific questions about the shapes they had created and how the formulas were used.  She then pulled two different brands of soda boxes out from behind her desk.  They each held 12 cans but were different shapes.  She quickly had the class measure the boxes in all 3 directions and ask 2 kids to be the calculator kids.  Then, taking direction from the students, Mrs. Harman ‘reported’ the information on the whiteboard.  The students lead the way, using the calculator friends, and found the surface area and volume of the two boxes.  Mrs. Harman then asked the students to think about why one of the boxes was bigger, what the cost between the boxes might be and why the company (Coca-Cola) might be interested in using a bigger box.  It was a phenomenally good extension of the lesson to real world applications and got the students to thinking about how surface area would be used in corporate offices to weigh marketing and cost concerns.  Completely amazing!  During this time, only one student had eyes wandering the room, her baseball boy.  At 1:15 students were given a minute to pack up and relax a bit after the vigor of the lesson.

As the students left, Mrs. Harman again positioned herself at the door, speaking to each student as they left.  Her closeness to her students was again very visible.  After the students left, she had a few moments to chat with me.  She remarked that this particular lesson was a favorite of all classes and that it was particularly fun to teach.  I ask if it was there was any timing issues since there seemed to be a limited supply of unifix cubes and so many classes that needed them.  Unfortunately she said that the 8th grade math teachers did not plan as a group – too many widely different teaching styles – and so it was really just she and her neighbor that used this lesson.  I found it sad to think that with so many teachers working with the same grade (I think there are 5), that they don’t plan at least a little together.  Mrs. Harman said that they were frequently weeks apart in what they were teaching.  I know from teaching in preschool that sharing ideas and having some commonality amongst the age level classes reduces so much of the work and many of the problems.  Namely, the parental comment “Why isn’t my Johnny doing the same thing as Sammy in Mrs. B’s class”.  I don’t think everything must be homogonous but there is so much sharing that can be done and it greatly reduces the work for everyone, not to mention that amazing lessons can be created when several minds brainstorm together.  I think the team as a whole is loosing by not being able to work more closely together.

On the whole I felt Mrs. Harman to be a powerful teacher.  I realize that I caught her on one of the best possible days but many of the things that I appreciated were based on routine and habit.  Her ability to redirect and control her classroom with nothing more than a nod, a look or a finger tap shows that she has spent time making her expectations clear and has followed those consistently.  Students have a clear idea of how they should behave in her classroom and they show respect for her.  This allows her to maximize her teaching time and minimize the time she spends on controlling the class.  She came up with a very strong ‘real world’ connection that I’m sure helped emphasize the importance of math later in life, in an unlikely way.  I would love to see her room ‘spruced’ up a bit to make it more comfortable and accessible to students but it clearly hasn’t impeded their ability to form a bond with her.   

In speaking to Mrs. Harman, it is clear that she loves her job and feels very strongly about her ability to impact each of the student’s lives.  I don’t know if this is the idealism of youth mingled with a few years experience or if she will maintain her passion as the years pass.  I hope the system of bureaucracy doesn’t squelch her enthusiasm or her passion and I hope to be able to carry some of her teachings with me into a classroom this fall.

Observation 3
On Wednesday, February 21st I observed the 6th grade math class of Mrs. Kajawa at Henry Middle School in the Leander Independent School District.  My observation was scheduled by Assistant Principle Beth Fitzmaurice.  Mrs. Kajawa has been teaching for 25 years.  This was a regular math class with 19 students that lasted for 90 minutes with no break in the middle, running from 2:35-4:05.  On this day, Mrs. Kajawa was teaching volume from the grade level mathematics book.

 Mrs. Kajawa is a soft spoken woman who radiates happiness and enthusiasm.  Her room reflected her personality completely.  There was student work all over the walls and plenty of Valentine’s decorations as well.  There were posters of Esher’s work, the Leander Learning Principles, a standardized poster on classroom behavior as well as some 3D mobiles hanging from the ceiling.   She had the agenda for the day with TEKS objectives written on the white board at the front of the class.  Interestingly, she had a center row down the middle of the classroom with all desks facing inward to this aisle.  This might be a challenging setup for a novice teacher, but Mrs. Kajawa could write a book on ‘withitness’ and her management of the class in no way suffered from her having to turn her back once or twice (that number being the key) on half the room.  Mrs. Kajawa met me and all her students at the door to her room.  She found a place for me quickly and turned on the overhead to begin the warm-up as soon as the bell rang.  Students quietly and quickly began work on the warm-up with Mrs. Kajawa beginning her circulation of the classroom.  

She had the most interesting system of behavior management I’ve heard of and we spoke about it after class.  I noticed that each of the students had a small 4x6 index card that they immediately took out and placed on their desks when they arrived in class.  Mrs. Kajawa would quietly say +10 points or -5 points to kids as they interacted throughout the class time.  Twice she gave +10 points for ‘self directed learners’.  When the students achieve a certain number of points, they are entitled to privileges.  This week having 100 points gave them an extra 20 minutes in another classroom at the end of the day on Friday to socialize and play hand held video games.  Students got points for having homework turned in on time and for behavioral control during class.  Mrs. Kajawa was frequently awarding and deducting points from students making it a very fluid system.  

After the students had time to complete the warm-up exercises, Mrs. Kajawa polled the students for their answers.  Students were eager to answer and were quick to raise their hands.  Mrs. Kajawa used fantastic accountable talk, asking ‘why did you use that method?’ or ‘what lead you to do it that way’ frequently.  Students were very engaged and points were given and taken without interrupting the flow of the review.

Students having accumulated 50 or more points were then allowed to play the Price Is Right at the white board for a chance to get homework passes.  There were probably 5 or 6 students with enough points to play.  Two homework passes were given out.  These seemed to be highly prized.   After the game, Mrs. Kajawa directed students to the assignment listed on the white board.  They had 5 sections of their text book that need to be worked on.  Mrs. Kajawa was explicit in pointing out that the students need only do 2 or 3 of the problems to demonstrate mastery of the concept.  They were to bring their completed work to her after each section for assessment.  If they had the concept, they could move on.  If they were still struggling, they would try a few more problems.  In this way, Mrs. Kajawa was able to individualize the work so that everyone got the level of practice appropriate to their skills.  I also noted that students had a copy of the book both at home and at school.  Mrs. Kajawa said that this was because other schools weren’t using the book and they were able to obtain extra copies.   Any sections the students didn’t complete in class were to be done as homework.  Mrs. Kajawa did no lecturing during this lesson.

Mrs. Kajawa moved for almost the entire first 30 minutes of the class.  She neglected a few spots in the classroom, largely because they were physically difficult to get to.  However, her proximity seemed to be enough to keep questions coming and behavior in line.  While working the room, Mrs. Kajawa gave constant specific and positive praise to students.  She also took time to talk to those students who had been absent about the work they needed to produce to catch up and the priority of that work.  Students were very comfortable in the room and with her, moving about the class with economy and purpose.  They knew where things were and how they were supposed to behave when moving about the room.  Mrs. Kajawa’s room again was like all the other LISD middle school rooms I observed in, with a wall of built-in cabinets along one side of the room.  These drawers were well labeled as to their contents.

After the first 30 minutes or so, Mrs. Kajawa moved to her desk.  From here, she helped individual students on their book work and any make-up work they had.  To access Mrs. Kajawa, students quietly got up and wrote their names on the back white board.  Mrs. Kajawa then called them to her using that list.  This seemed to work really well as it gave each student individual time and also cut down on the senseless questions that sometimes come up when kids just want extra attention.  Mrs. Kajawa explained later that she just had gotten tired of always seeing a sea of hands up in the air and that she wasn’t very good at tracking the order the hands went up.  She preferred this system as it didn’t rush her and it allowed students to continue working, safe with the knowledge that they would get time with her.

Students wondered off task occasionally, especially toward the end of the time (it was also the end of the day).  Mrs. Kajawa continued to address this with her point system and students never became loud and never wandered the room aimlessly.  The longer Mrs. Kajawa stayed behind her desk, the more off task students farthest away from her became.  They were quiet but not working and Mrs. Kajawa just couldn’t see this from her desk.  

Mrs. Kajawa did not do a wrap-up that day, but did allow the students the last 5 minutes to collect their things and get ready to go home.  They were respectful of this time and did not get too loud or rambunquous.  About 2 minutes before the bell, Mrs. Kajawa allowed students to line up to leave after they had correctly answered a question about the day’s book work or a multiplication problem.  Students were clearly motivated to think the questions through and get correct answers and participation was 100%!  No surprise there!  At the bell, all students quickly left the room and I felt myself breath out a big sigh.  There was such a high level of energy in the room throughout the class, even when the students were working, that I felt myself ‘relaxing’ as the students left.  The kids clearly adore Mrs. Kajawa and she very much enjoys her job.  She said that she has only taught one other grade, for one year and would rather retire than give up her 6th grade classes.  She is clearly a master at teaching and had probably tried every trick in the book.  She used surprisingly modern principles of learning talk with her students and held them to a very high standard.  If President Bush is concerned that teachers over time loose their competence to teach or their awareness of new trends in the teaching field, he should sit in on Mrs. Kajawa’s class for a day or two.  While many of her techniques were effective and fluid, I’m not sure a novice teacher would be so successful in using them.  They seem to take a great awareness of the students and the environment to pull off so seamlessly.  However, what a role model to aspire to be like!!

Observation 4
On Thursday, March 1st I observed the 6th grade math class of Mr. Kinney at Wiley Middle School in the Leander Independent School District.  My observation was scheduled by Assistant Principle Jennifer Dermody.  Mr. Kenny received alternative certification 4 years ago and since then has taught 7th & 8th grade math in the Arlington area.  This is his first year in Leander ISD.  This was a PACE (accelerated) math class with 21 students that lasted for 85 minutes with no break in the middle, running from 8:55-10:20.  On this day, Mr. Kenny was teaching Venn Diagrams from the grade level math packets put together by the team.

On this day, Mr. Kinney was organized and excited about his lesson.  He was also better dressed than most male teachers I’ve seen in the schools, wearing chinos, a button down and loafer shoes.  His attire as just formal enough to indicate that he was serious but wasn’t stuffy either.  Upon entering his room, he took me directly to a seat he had pre-arranged.  I was at the supply table.  His room, like other LISD rooms, had a wall of shelves with a long work table in front of them where he had laid out the necessary supplies for the day’s lesson.  On this table were worksheets for class, paper, markers, tape and a cleared spot for myself.  His room was bright but not busy.  He had a TEKS poster showing all the objectives for the year on the far wall by the window.  He made excellent use of his whiteboards at the front, using them to display tutoring hours, agenda and objectives for his different classes.  He had several pie charts on the back bulletin board showing passing rates on tests for the various classes.  His students were seated in traditional rows, all facing the front of the class with the overhead in the center.

Mr. Kinney opened the class with a few questions on the overhead as part of what he called the ‘bell work’.  Students began work on these questions in a specific spiral notebook as soon as the bell rang.  I chose three students at about the same distance away from the front to monitor for the class.  During this bell work time, Student A was displayed poor posture and a complete lack of interest.  Student B was sitting up straight, finished quickly and then asked Mr. Kinney if she could pass out papers.  Student C looked to be half asleep but did his work without delay and when his papers were returned, looked them over with interest.

After the warm-up time had expired, Mr. Kinney reviewed the warm-up questions and the homework that was passed back.  In reviewing the work, he called on many students and used amazing accountable talk.   When students asked him a question, he rarely answered directly but instead offered the question to the floor and allowed other students to respond.  Student A spent this time picking her nails and looking wilted in her chair.  Student B spent most of the time with her hand in the air, desperate to answer the questions and participate.  Mr. Kinney called on her a few times but as I said, he did an excellent job of spreading his input among different students.  She was visibly disappointed when not called on.  Student C was hunched over his desk for most of the review looking rather bored.  He did not offer to participate.  Mr. Kinney was able to complete the review and his housekeeping all within 15 minutes of class starting.

After the review, Mr. Kinney moved on to the class packets, asking students to find the page on Venn Diagrams.  The students were able to quickly locate their packets and nobody seemed to be without a pencil (they’ll loose that skill by 8th grade).   Mr. Kinney used the packets as a guide, but rather than just read them to the students, he ask them to read a few of the sections aloud and then allowed them to ‘explain’ the material buy asking direct and specific questions.  He was more a facilitator in a discussion rather than a lecturer.  During this time, Student A was very slow to even open her packet but once she did, she rapidly reviewed the material and worked all the problems independently of what the rest of the class was doing.  Once her problems were done, she slumped back over the desk, ignoring her surroundings.  Student B was again sitting up straight and taking copious notes.  She raised her hand frequently and continued to be eager to participate.  Student C raised his hand occasionally and while leaned over his desk, was still taking notes when necessary.  He was also quick to do the problems at the end of the section.  Mr. Kinney did a fantastic job of making this a true mini-lecture, wrapping up his discussion within 10 minutes. 

Next, Mr. Kinney took 3 minutes to describe a project the students were to work on.  They were shown a simple rubric on the overhead of a Venn Diagram poster they were to create.  He was giving them 15 min. to collect  & graph data about anything that interested them.  Students were then to use the supplies at my table to create a Venn Diagram of their data.  The project wasn’t horribly involved but it did get the kids up and moving around.  They were allowed to work with a partner and only one person was to be the ‘supply’ person.  Students loved this!  They were quick and fairly quiet about finding partners and supplies and within a few minutes were ready to start their data collection.  It was fascinating to see what they choose to collect data on.  Student A partnered with someone and collected data on whether her fellow students were Aggie or Longhorn fans.  Student B collected information on whether students liked macaroni and cheese.  Student C and his partner collected data on whether students had lint in their pockets.  I noticed that unlike 7th and 8th grade classes that I’ve worked with, these kids didn’t yet feel comfortable working with mixed-sex pairs.  The all segregated themselves quite naturally. 

Every student in the class was engaged and eager to complete this assignment.  They worked cooperatively and when they did venture into the ‘too loud’ zone, Mr. Kinney rang a bell and the class quieted, without him having to say a word.  They clearly were conditioned to respond to his cue.  Mr. Kinney spent the time wandering between groups making a few comments here and there but his help wasn’t really required at this point.  He took a few minutes to explain to me that this year Leander implemented a new policy whereby PACE students were working completely from the TEKS for the grade above.  This had presented some problems earlier in the year as the students did not enter 6th grade having completely finished the 6th grade material while in 5th grade.  Mr. Kinney explained that they had a few weeks of catch-up to do and that as a consequence, the pace for the whole year was a bit accelerated.  He did however think that next year would flow better and that overall the change was for the best.  He didn’t seem to think that moving at a more rapid pace was overly taxing to any of his current students.

When it seemed that most students were winding up their work, Mr. Kinney used the clap-a-pattern technique to attract attention to him.  This worked really well and I found myself clapping along.  He told students to wrap up their work, return supplies, and turn in their projects.  Students went about this quietly and with efficiency.  There was a clearly marked spot on the counter behind me for their class work and they knew the routine for turning papers in.  After cleaning up, Mr. Kinney held another mini-lecture using the packets, this time on bar and line graphs.  Mr. Kinney used more direct lecturing and fewer ‘discussion’ techniques at this point, getting through the material faster.  All students were actively listening and taking notes while he was speaking.  He then directed the students to the worksheets on the supply table.  There were two sheets for them to work on in the remaining time.  If they were unable to finish, the sheets were to be considered homework.  

All students began work quickly and quietly once Mr. Kinney finished speaking.  Clearly, the activity they had engaged in previously prepared their bodies for the ‘down time’ and allowed them to concentrate fully.  Even bored Student A was able to work without being laid out on her desk.   Once Student A finished her worksheets, which didn’t take long, she opened up a notebook and started drawing.  Student B was slower to finish, only just completing before the Mr. Kinney did his wrap-up.  Student C finished with a few minutes to spare, spending his remaining few minutes watching the room.  

Mr. Kinney used the last 5 minutes of class to do an actual wrap-up of the material covered during class.  He quickly called upon students to define the various graphs they had used and what the graphs were best for representing.  He then released the kids to collect their supplies just as the bell rang.  All of his students seemed to listen to his wrap-up with ‘half an ear’ as they were also eager to be gone, but none completely ignored what he was saying.

After class, Mr. Kinney took a moment to ask if I had any questions.  I wondered aloud if they had ever considered working on lesson plans with the regular 7th grade teachers as they were using the same material and the same TEKS.  It was a bit of a rhetorical question as I knew that the 7th grade classes were using a book and 6th grade was not, however I though again of how much could be gained by some minimal amount of sharing.  Mr. Kinney responded as I suspected he would, saying that he’d never even considered  the idea of sharing with 7th grade.  It being his first year in the school, he was just trying to adjust to the new place and new faces.

Mr. Kinney is a teacher with an obvious passion for his work.  He wasn’t effervescent or overly bubbly in his presentation but he carried with him a quiet intensity that made me believe he really felt that his subject and students were important.  He made me believe that Venn Diagrams were pivotal to world order.  I think his students were drawn to this intensity as well.  I’m pretty sure after watching that most of his students stay engaged and that his lessons aren’t dull and boring.  It didn’t seem to be surprising to the students that there was a project for the day so I feel that this is something that Mr. Kinney tries to integrate into the material often.  He seemed aware of the need for student movement and peer work. I believe that where he lost a few of his students was in the pacing.  I believe that he has a few students that despite being in the accelerated program, are just very quick learners and spend a good bit of their time waiting for the rest of the class to catch up.  Student A was very much like this as was Student C to an extent.  Neither of these students was disruptive in any way though so it was clear that Mr. Kinney had set his expectations on behavior long.

On the whole, Mr. Kinney was a powerful teacher.  Although he hasn’t been at it for a long time, he has mastered several techniques that make his teaching interesting and keeps his students engaged.  He understands the physiology of students and tries to keeps his lessons interactive and mobile.  He does all this with an air of professionalism and calmness.  It is clear to me that he chose this field because he enjoys it, not so that he could coach football or be home in the summer with his kids.  I believe this man feels ‘called’ to teach.  

My Conclusions
After observing four different classrooms and a wide variety of teaching methods, a few things stand out to me.  Firstly, I am amazed by the aura that surrounds the teachers that I think truly love their jobs.  For these individuals, there is almost a magical quality in the way they interact and respond to their students.  They are neither bored with the work nor using it to ‘fill the time’ until they retire or get to go home.  It is more than a paycheck for these teachers, it is a calling.  And it is clearly something that is not shared by everyone in a school building.  It seems to me that this quality can be worked out of a teacher or simply worn down as the pressures of administrative duties and outside constraints pile up.  How easy it seems to be pulled away from what is important, namely the students, into a rat race of meetings, conferences and lists of things to get done.

I also noticed a complete lack of continuity in curriculum between classes within grades, grades within schools and within schools in the same district.  In whatever capacity it is used, a tool similar to the AISD IPG would benefit this district enormously.  If it were used only as a launching pad, it would at least provide some guidance and direction for teachers and the administrative staff.  This district doesn’t seem to utilize the power of collective brainstorming and planning and thus it seems to me is adding to the pressures and responsibilities of its teachers unnecessarily.

I was struck in my observations by how little things can make a big impression.  Attire and classroom décor have more of an impact than I gave them credit for.  Being in the company of someone who takes on a professional role, wearing professional attire is more commanding than being with a teacher wearing sweat pants.  Being in a room with student work displayed and lots of color with clear organization makes me want to sit up straight, smile and be at ease with the room.  Chaos and disorganization make me feel edgy and uncomfortable and stark white walls are too sterile for real creativity to spark.  Having supplies ready or available consistently, having a place for returned work and work to be turned in assists students in being self-reliant and conveys to them the message that they are capable and independent.

It was also painfully clear to me how desperate students in math classes are for any sort of movement.  They have been conditioned to think of math as simply an exercise in endurance where finishing an endless supply of worksheets will get them through.  They have such interest and eagerness to be doing something other than rote problems that it is a travesty that interactive lessons aren’t incorporated more often.  Mr. Kinney showed that lessons don’t need to be day or week long projects, that simply getting out of the seat for 15 minutes while working with someone on drawing a picture can make the remaining time spent at these dreaded worksheet bearable and even perhaps a welcome change.  There are also tools that a teacher can rely on to keep students moving.  Mrs. Kajawa let kids walk to her desk to seek help, Mrs. Harman created a hands- on project to illustrate area, and Mr. Kinney used partner data collection – all of which allowed students to ‘flow’ around the classroom, expending some of their pent up energy.  Even the act of allowing the older kids a 5 minute break in the middle of class accommodated this need to physically move.  I hope that in my teaching I am able to fill this essential need in students without falling into the trap of believing that their powers of concentration are so developed that they can ‘sit still’ for a prolonged lecture followed by quiet bookwork.  I hope that I will remember the need that middle school students have to interact with their peers and how fulfilling this need makes them better learners. 
And finally what I realize, after watching powerful teachers go about their ‘art’, is that I know so little.  I am confident that I know the mathematical material but knowing how to solve equations is such a small part of the job.  There is so much to be learned and a large part of it, I suspect, just comes from the doing.   I am frighteningly eager to learn these new ‘tricks’ and to try my hand at the art of teaching but if I think too long on it, it can be a daunting prospect.  When teaching preschool 4 year olds in my previous life, I was never too concerned with the permanent repercussions of my actions on their lives.  Little kids need hugs and warm acceptance, movement and whirlwinds of color.  They are sponges and can be presented a huge range of material and because they are so young, parents and school systems are forgiving if a student isn’t quite ready to master an idea.  Knowing your ABC’s and colors is such an unimportant skill for those interested in success in kindergarten.  Being able to listen for 15 minutes or follow 3 step directions, now that is what all kindergarteners need! 

I realize that the needs of middle school students aren’t that much different but the pressures they are under to perform are much greater.  The stakes are high and there is little room for failure.  Working with 12 4 year olds gives a teacher plenty of opportunity to individualize instruction and help those who learn in different ways.  What is a teacher then to do with 25 kids, with not only a variety of learning styles but languages differences and diverse backgrounds?  This is where I think master teachers excel and where I as a novice teacher am likely to flounder.  However, it is these very challenges that make the art of teaching so interesting and compelling.  As a computer programmer, a language is learned and practiced day in and day out.  Occasionally new concepts are introduced or new projects are assigned, but the language is the same, the constructs used are the same.  The thrill of identifying and architecting a solution for a problem lasts only a moment compared with the time it takes to implement the solution.  With teaching, each day presents a new conundrum.  Each student has an issue or challenge that needs addressing and a teacher is presented with a cornucopia of enticing problems to solve each hour of every day, in a way that only interacting with 25 kids can bring.  I look forward to the challenge that teaching presents and I hope to find myself worthy of the career.
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