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SESSION 1 READER RESPONSE

Ch. 1: “Introduction: A Model for Teaching”

Pg. 4:  “In addition to the acquisition of desired knowledge, both the social and intellectual enhancement of children are primary aims that teachers address as a significant part of their role as professional educators.”


This became much more meaningful to me when I began teaching a small class of 3 year olds on Wednesday evenings.  We simply cannot get around to a lesson unless the kids are all sitting in their chairs with their eyes more or less on me and with nobody fighting over crayons.  The social aspect of following class rules and getting along with each other are prerequisites to any kind of intellectual pursuit.  This level of social development is important also in the high school classroom, particularly in school districts plagued with serious behavioral problems.  Another level involves successful interaction, beyond simply getting along.  For example, successful group work in an AP English classroom may involve negotiating dominant versus passive personalities, compromise, active listening, and so forth.  Although these are social, not strictly intellectual skills, they are important to successful intellectual pursuits.  They are also skills that employers will look for after graduation.  We certainly don’t want to send kids out into the job market unprepared to work as part of a team and to follow their supervisors’ instructions.


Pg. 7:  “Although some educators are critical of motivational factors based on extrinsic worth (e.g., Kohn, 1993, 1996), much of what we do may be founded on or initiated by an extrinsic reward that is later internalized.”


I remember watching a Focus on the Family video in which Dr. James Dobson said there was nothing wrong with using a piece of chocolate candy as a reward for certain behaviors.  We do the same thing with the kids at church.  The younger children are rewarded with small snacks for behaving well.  Older kids may be rewarded for behavior or memorization or other desired behaviors with snacks, small gifts, pizza parties, you name it.  Time after time, we see the kids begin to value activities for their own sake, not just for the tangible rewards they receive.  Even my little 3 year olds will occasionally forget all about the cookies because they just enjoy what we’re doing in class.


Pg. 8:  “A major factor that impacts on achievement is the students’ belief that they can achieve and increases in intrinsic motivation are associated with increases in perceived competence.”


I think this is where it can become counterproductive to pigeonhole kids according to ability early on.  I know there are many benefits to grouping children according to ability – after all, it is easier to teach groups of students who are at the same level and who will benefit from the same activities.  We don’t want slower kids to fall behind because we’re trying to challenge the brighter kids, and we don’t want to bore the brighter kids because we’re trying not to leave the slower kids behind.  On the other hand, once kids know they’ve been grouped, they will tend to identify themselves with that group for the rest of their lives.  Once in the “bottom reading group,” always in the “bottom reading group.”  I think there must be some kind of middle ground in which we can teach each child within their zone of proximal development without damaging the child’s sense of “the sky is the limit.”


Pg. 9:  “Support children’s activities in ways that do not interfere with autonomy.  Sometimes this requires adults to wait rather than anticipate children’s needs when they encounter difficulty with a task.”


This has been a hard lesson for me to learn, both in one-on-one tutoring and with my own 5 year old son.  I have had to learn to recognize that people learn best when they figure out a solution on their own.  It can take a delicate touch sometimes to provide just enough, but not too much scaffolding.  Instead of telling a student how to use a colon, I am more likely now to ask them first where they might go to discover the answer, then have them look it up and explain it to me.  I am also having to learn to let my son make some mistakes and do things on his own, imperfectly if need be.  I tend to be a perfectionist and have a hard time allowing him to clean something incompletely or spell a word incorrectly or, heaven forbid, pick out an outfit that doesn’t quite match.

