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SESSION 2 FIELD EXPERIENCE AND REPORT

“Setting Goals in the Classroom”
This week’s unit focuses on how the teacher sets goals and objectives.  First, there are three primary sources of goals for the classroom: the child, society, and the academic disciplines themselves.  In addition, we looked at three influences on how we set these goals: the learner’s developmental level, the learner’s prior experiences in school and life, and the learner’s cultural and economic background.  For this exercise I interviewed two teachers regarding how these factors influence the way they prepare and teach their lesson plans.  

Rita

Rita taught 2nd grade for many years in my hometown.  After I explained the basis of the interview, she emphatically stated that all three factors are extremely important.  

She said a student’s success in school has a lot to do with natural ability.  Whether he or she has a low IQ or learning disabilities or emotional dysfunctions has a great impact on their performance in the classroom.  Their developmental level, as well, impacts the way a teacher must approach a concept.  Rita said she needed to be very flexible in the way she taught something.  She often needed to present the material in several different ways until she saw the light come on.  

One example had to do with a math lesson in which she was teaching regrouping (or “borrowing and carrying,” as we used to call it.)  She started out using the terms in the book and presenting it the way the book did.  The kids just weren’t getting it, though – she said, “The kids just looked at me like I was showing them Egyptian hieroglyphics.”  She said she looked out there at the funny looks on their little faces, shut the book, and said, “Look up here.  You see how the number on top is smaller than the number on the bottom?  Well . . .”  She continued to teach the lesson in terms the children could understand, and it went much better.  

Likewise, prior schooling and cultural/economic background are very important.  Rita taught many children who emigrated from a place where education was not mandatory.  Thus, for some of these children, Rita’s 2nd grade class was their first encounter with school.  The biggest problem, however, was that some of these students and their parents did not greatly value education.  Students would show up late or not at all; they rarely or never did their homework; they did not pay attention in class.  In many cases this was because parents who did not speak English felt intimidated by the whole process, and although they wanted to be involved, they didn’t know how.  

A good resource in this case was the library aide, Mina, who spoke fluent Spanish.  She helped many of the Spanish-speaking parents learn English and understand what kind of support their kids needed.  This was extremely helpful for the parents who wanted to be involved.  However, many others simply had no interest in it.  Rita said Mina would not mince words with those parents and would tell them, in Spanish, that they came to America for a better life but were not helping their children get what they came for.  She told them they needed to get their kids to school on time and make sure they did their homework.  Unfortunately, this did not always work.  This is an example of how different cultural and/or family attitudes can strongly affect student success in the classroom.  Rita had to take this into account, both in terms of how she presented the material and in terms of encouraging and motivating the students.  She often had to explain what words meant and go over English word order.  Because of their challenges in learning English as a second language, the students often became discouraged and thought they were dumb, and native speakers tended to see them as dumb, also.  To counter this, Rita frequently asked the ESL students to teach the rest of the class some Spanish.  Since she didn’t speak Spanish herself, this helped her understand where they were having specific difficulties in English.  She also made a point of telling them and the rest of the class that they were not dumb – in fact, they were very intelligent because they could speak two languages.  This really helped boost morale.  She said this was an extremely important part of her teaching because if they didn’t get the help they needed, they would just “shut down” out of frustration.

This conversation led me to ask her what she thinks about “social promotion,” the practice of promoting students to the next grade even though they have not mastered the minimum requirements for their level.  She said she is generally against it, particularly if the student in question just slacks off in class and refuses to work.  She said it does not do the child any favors, because each grade level depends to some extent on the child’s mastery of concepts taught in the lower grades.  If the child is promoted prematurely, he or she will have a reduced chance of succeeding at the next grade level.

She approves its use in limited cases, however, usually in the case of low-IQ children who are simply incapable of mastering the material beyond a certain point.  She had some of these children in her class before her school started separate special ed classes.  She said you really can’t just keep them in second grade forever, and because of their special needs, it helps their morale when their effort is rewarded with promotion.  For other groups of children, she really likes the CMC class, which provides extra help and tutoring during the school day, as needed.  This provides an alternative to holding back those students with learning disabilities or who simply need to catch up.

Patricia

Patricia taught 3rd grade for many years in Duncanville.  She and my mother are cousins, so I have had plenty of opportunity over the years to hear about her teaching experiences.

Patricia is one of those teachers who gives 120% to her students.  Between workshops, extra college classes, and staying late at school to prepare learning centers and lesson plans, she was frequently at school until 9:00 p.m. or later.  She made time before and after school for every student who wanted tutoring.  She also put a lot of effort into getting to know her kids.  She often visited students at their homes and had them write notes to her about things going on in their lives.

She told me you really can’t separate the three factors – they are all important.  There were many cases in which admin-dictated lesson plans failed because they did not take into account the diversity of developmental levels and backgrounds of the students.  For example, in preparation for the TAKS test, the students were given a picture with a caption, and they were instructed to write a little essay about what they saw.  The picture was a beach scene with palm trees, and a couple of animals were driving a convertible in the foreground.  The problem was, most of these students had never seen a palm tree before, and none of the students knew what to call the convertible.  The picture was so far outside their experience that they didn’t know what to write about it.

We spent about an hour and a half talking about particular lesson plans and strategies that did and didn’t work in her classroom.  The unsuccessful strategies all seemed to lack fun and relevance to the students’ lives.  The successful ones were fun, involved the students, and included a lot of hands-on experiences.

One of her favorite units was around Halloween one year.  One week they focused on pumpkins and did everything you could think of with them.  For math and science, they recorded their estimations of a pumpkin’s circumference, weight, number of seeds, you name it.  They then measured these things and compared the results to their predictions.  They made pumpkin soup and roasted pumpkin seeds.  They made real jack o’ lanterns themselves, then wrote essays on how they did it.  Then they drew pictures of the jack o’ lanterns they made.  They made jack o’ lanterns out of construction paper.  They read and wrote stories about them.  The activities just went on and on, and they covered every subject and objective for the week.  At the end of the week, they had a carnival at which they displayed all the things they’d made.  The next week they did something similar with scarecrows, and the week after that, Big Tex (because Fair Day was coming up.)  Patricia said the students and parents just loved the whole experience, and the kids learned a lot because they were having fun.  The activities tied into visual, aural and kinesthetic learning, and they were adaptable to every developmental level in her class.  Also, the fact that the kids enjoyed what they were doing tended to compensate for all sorts of challenges they normally faced, such as economic disparities and motivation issues.

As far as general strategies go, she said it is very important to find out what each student’s prior experience and readiness are for any particular lesson plan so that you can get them up to speed, if necessary.  

One strategy she used with her ESL students was to give fluent English speakers in the class the responsibility for tutoring fellow students each week.  Every day they had a list of words she wanted them to learn, and their buddies were to make sure and review the words on the playground, in the learning centers, in group work, and so on.  This helped the native speakers develop more compassion and peer tutoring skills, and the ESL students learned very well from their peers.  The words, of course, were ones they needed to communicate about their schoolwork and function in the classroom.  This example ties into all three factors.

Another important thing she did was preview books with the children before actually beginning to read.  Whenever they started a new book, she would make a chart out of a big piece of butcher paper and put it on the wall.  She’d begin with the title of the book, perhaps some pictures of scenes from the book, and selected vocabulary words.  Given these items, the students would make all sorts of predictions.  She often allowed them to write their predictions on the butcher paper and sign their initials.  As they went through the book together, they would add more things to the chart and check their new knowledge against the predictions they’d made.  When they finished the book, they would have a drawing, and the winner got to take the chart home to keep.  This strategy helped her assess students’ understanding right from the beginning and monitor comprehension each step of the way.  The chart added a visual and kinesthetic component to the activity and was a great motivator for student involvement.  Again, this strategy ties into all three factors because she was able to mold the activity to account for the students’ experiences and abilities.

One of my favorites was a special book report she assigned.  The students were divided up into groups of 4 or 5, and each group was to come up with their own, original, creative way of presenting the information.  No two groups could do the same thing.  So she had “book reports” presented as skits, songs, poems, raps, interviews, and so forth.  What amazed her was the talent and creativity that came out in this activity.  She found herself saying, “My gosh, where did that come from?” when a student displayed a talent for singing or art that she hadn’t known about.  She said this is why it’s important to incorporate fun into the classroom and give the kids leeway to add their own mark to their learning.  Otherwise, you risk squashing all that wonderful creativity and inspiration.

Conclusion

Rita and Patricia really helped me to see how important all three factors are in the way children learn.  Their creativity and flexibility in lesson planning has inspired me to brainstorm similar ways of engaging students in my own classroom.  I have learned that it is important always to monitor for understanding and modify my approach if I need to.  It’s also extremely important to make lessons enjoyable and relevant for students: as a result, they will be much more interested and will retain what they’ve learned much better.  Finally, both Rita and Patricia showed great compassion for their students and were sensitive to their insecurities.  I think it’s wonderful how both of them used peer tutoring and other learner-centered approaches to make sure nobody was left out.  I’m sure I will read this interview many times in the future to renew my inspiration and remind myself of things I should be doing in my classroom.

