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SESSION 3: FIELD EXPERIENCE REPORT

In this unit we have examined what goes into writing good goals objectives.  I interviewed three teachers to find out how what kinds of objectives they use when planning curriculum and what kind of impact these objectives have on their day-to-day planning.  Although each teacher answered differently, these interviews really emphasized for me just how important objectives are becoming, particularly as our state and nation move toward greater teacher and district accountability for student outcomes.

Ms. F

Ms. F, a high school English teacher, informed me that the TEKS standards are the overriding source of objectives for her classroom.  At the beginning of the year, she and the other English teachers get together and plan grade level activities, lessons and projects that correlate to the TEKS.  She told me that some of the older teachers seem to dislike planning according to the TEKS standards because “it requires them to teach concepts instead of novels.”  She doesn’t mind, however, because she feels that gearing her teaching to the TEKS helps better prepare her students for the TAKS test.  She understands their frustration but feels it can be done – it just takes more effort on the teacher’s part to figure out ways it can work.  

What influences her the most in planning is the length of time it takes all the students to finish assignments.  She would rather give enough time for even the slowest kids to finish than pile on something else for them to do and get them lost.  She actually doesn’t use lesson plans anymore because that way she can allow for extra time if needed on objectives they are struggling with.  She tries hard to make the lesson easy for students to understand and have fun at the same time.  She wasn’t sure what affected her “least,” however.  She said everything from administrators to TAKS to individual students influences her in some way.

I thought her statement that some teachers think TEKS “requires them to teach concepts instead of novels” was very revealing.  It may simply reflect a different mind-set towards how objectives should be approached and met, in that they may believe students will naturally pick up on what they should learn as they focus on understanding texts.  I can understand this to a point, and I can also see that some older teachers may have trouble radically changing the way they think about lesson planning.  However, I think this ties back into what we learned about “facts vs. abstractions” in the last chapter.  I think it is quite possible that using TEKS objectives (or any similar system) as a starting-point for planning and assessing student outcomes moves our teaching style more toward the “abstractions” side of things.  Ms. F’s comment also gave me a valuable heads-up: some teachers may be resistant to change, and I should be sensitive to this when I first begin teaching and giving my own input for departmental planning.

Ms. G

Ms. G is also a high school English teacher.  She follows and is most concerned with ensuring student mastery of state and district standards when planning her curriculum.  She keeps a binder of all TEKS and district planning maps by her school desk and on her computer at home for quick reference.  She documents all TEKS and SE’s (student expectations) when covered and mastered.  Since she teaches 10th grade English, the TAKS test is on the forefront of her mind as she plans.  Students have not been exposed to “TAKS writing” previously, so she knows she must introduce the material and continue practicing.  NCTE standards influence her the least, specifically, because they are so similar to the TEKS and district standards; so she supposes they impact her the same but only by a different name.

I found it amazing that Ms. G keeps a binder of objectives both at school and at home and must keep scrupulous track of when the objectives are mastered.  That sounds like an overwhelming amount of work to me.  Again, this brings home to me how important the objectives are for curriculum and lesson planning, as well as evaluation.  Both Ms. F and Ms. G have emphasized how important TAKS preparation is in their daily work.  I can see that I will need to spend a lot of time planning things out and then keeping copious records as I go along.  Neither teacher mentioned this, but I would imagine they must anticipate needing to produce documentary evidence to their individual departments and to the administration to show how their students are meeting objectives.

Ms. B

Ms. B, formerly a 5th grade teacher for many years, is now an elementary school literacy coach.  Even more so than Ms. F and Ms. G, Ms. B’s job is very TAKS-driven.  The literacy coach program had been used previously in the school district, then discontinued.  This year it is back up-and-running again, and Ms. B and her fellow coaches split their time between professional development and coaching in the classrooms.  She estimates that she currently spends one to two days a week in classrooms and the rest of the time in training or at conferences.  For example, she will attend the IRA (International Reading Association) conference in May.

The district gathers data on how students perform on TAKS objectives, both on the test itself and on practice versions and other assessment tools.  Individual teachers group their students in various ways according to which objectives they are struggling with, and then the literacy coaches come in to conduct special tutoring sessions with those students.  For example, students who have consistently weak scores on inferencing will be pulled out for several days of targeted work on inferencing.  Literacy coaches will help the students and also share particular strategies with the teachers, who, as generalists, do not always have time to read up on the latest research.  

Since this incarnation of the program is so new, there is no hard data yet on how it is impacting student performance.  However, Ms. B said they have had nothing but positive feedback from teachers, and anecdotal evidence indicates that it is helping.  In context of our unit on objectives and goals, this literacy coach program specifically targets problem areas so that students can achieve better mastery over TAKS objectives.  It is entirely focused on helping students prepare for the state TAKS exam.  Of course, in the course of preparing for the exam, the students are also mastering valuable skills for their future education.

I think this is an excellent program.  Ms. B and I talked at length about various strategies they use, including think-aloud strategies, graphic organizers, and so forth.  I think this sort of thing is exactly what school districts need to help meet students where they are, determine where they need help, and target problem areas for extra, expert tutoring.  I think it’s also great that they are further equipping the classroom teachers with tools they would otherwise have to spend valuable time researching.  I don’t know if the district uses similar coaching programs in other subjects, such as math, but I’m sure they would see a lot of success if they did.

Conclusion

All three of these teachers have helped me to understand that, for better or worse, TAKS preparation is where it’s at these days.  As teachers and districts find themselves increasingly accountable for student outcomes, it is becoming more and more necessary not only to gear our teaching towards the TEKS objectives and to keep good records of how we cover each objective, but also to collect data on where students are weak and need extra help.  I think that, despite some of the problems which we have discussed in other threads this semester, this is a move in a direction that will benefit our students.

