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Ch. 8: “Utilizing and Building on Learner Differences: Instructional Strategies”


I deeply appreciate how this chapter sets out the steps/components of each technique or philosophy.  This will provide a convenient resource later on when I want to use a particular technique.


I like many of the book’s ideas on multicultural education.  For example, I particularly like the example on page 228 in which each student has a photograph, background and cultural heritage posted on the wall above the blackboard.  Although this example comes from a first-grade classroom, I believe I can adapt this activity for my high school English classes.  I also like the cooperative learning methods in which the teacher ranks students according to pretest scores, then puts students in balanced groups according to scores, race, ethnicity, gender, and so on in order to ensure diversity in each group.  I would like to learn more about implementing these group methods in the high school English classroom and ensuring that all students pull their weight.  I remember many group projects in which I bore the brunt of the work (which was most of the time), or I felt left out completely because one or two people took over and kind of barreled over the rest of us.  Either way, the goal of improving interpersonal and groupwork skills is not met, except that students learn what kinds of counterproductive things can happen.


One concern I have regards something alluded to in the third paragraph from the bottom on page 229.  One multicultural approach is criticized in part because of its “inadequate exploration of other dimensions of diversity such as values and lifestyle.”  The book doesn’t go much further into this concept, but it brings to mind the “battle” over how “tolerance” is defined.  I support teaching tolerance of people different from ourselves in that we should examine differences fairly and with an open mind.  In this scenario, it is okay to disagree as long as we can live and let live (excepting cases of lawbreaking).  The definition of “tolerance” which I do not accept, and which some people argue belongs in the curriculum, is that all values and value systems MUST be accepted as morally equivalent.  In my experience, this brand of “tolerance” actually means that all values EXCEPT those of the majority (or perceived majority) are morally equivalent.  The values of the perceived majority or dominant group are devalued.  You all might recall cases over the last few years in which a school forbade the display of nativity scenes but put up decorations for Ramadan and Hanukah.  Not to get into the whole church-state can of worms, but I believe that is an instance in which prejudice was enforced under the guise of “tolerance.”


Let me emphasize that, besides that category of issues, I liked the rest of what the book had to say about multicultural education.


I absolutely loved the jigsaw strategy and plan to use it in my own class.  I think it can be adapted for many kinds of lessons.  For example, each group member could read up on a particular critical method and apply it to a text.  One might focus on structural concerns, such as form, figurative language, and so forth; one might look at feminist issues; one might look at political issues; etc.  Each category of “expert” could meet to share and discuss their findings, then share with their regular groups.  This technique could be used on a number of texts, with students rotating the critical methods they use.  I plan to work on finding other ways this strategy would work for my students.


I’m also a big fan of mastery learning.  It seems to take some of the strengths of homeschooling into the classroom.  This is another technique I plan to work VERY hard to incorporate.  I have never thought it was productive to make everyone work at the same pace.  I’m typically a quick learner and have usually experienced the boredom of being forced to plod on and be held back for others; however, there have been subjects and units that stumped me, for which I would have really benefited from extra help.  When I took trigonometry after 5 years of no math classes, for example, I could have REALLY used an algebra and – I’m ashamed to admit – basic math operations review.  There were cases in which I had a solid grasp of the trig concepts but got problems wrong because I couldn’t remember whether you reversed the sign when dividing fractions or whatever the heck you’re supposed to do.  (See, I still don’t remember.)  In a lot of cases, I didn’t know why I got the problems wrong because I didn’t know where I was messing up.  In those cases, instead of simply giving me a poor grade and moving on to the next concept, the teacher could have really helped me by diagnosing the problem and telling me what I needed to brush up on.


I have taken classes in which the teacher attempted a form of mastery learning but failed to implement the most important steps.  We can probably all recall lesson units in which we took pop quizzes and did homework (usually all graded), which roughly correlate to formulative evaluation in mastery learning.  However, alternative instruction and enrichments were either not offered or were presented to the whole class.  If 10% of the students had problems with a concept, the teacher might do a mini-lesson or review of that concept for the entire class.  Enrichment activities, if provided, were not usually limited to those who finished early.  Summative evaluation signaled the end of the unit and the point of no return.


Mastery learning will take a lot more preparation and effort on our part, but if we can implement it properly, it will pay off in the long run.  The authors tell us that research proves its effectiveness: “Mastery learning produced successful learning experiences: students who were not performing at the 25% achievement level before their exposure to mastery learning increased learning to more than an 80% achievement level” (p. 237).  I think this statistic alone should encourage us to incorporate mastery learning.


Closely related to mastery learning is computer technology in the classroom.  Among their many other uses, computers can lighten a teacher’s load for mastery learning.  They can also take the pressure off students and help them learn at their own paces without feeling dumb or bored or singled out.  One teacher is quoted as saying, “The children seem to accept [feedback from the computer] . . . better than the class hearing them make a mistake, or me telling them they’ve made a mistake. . . . And when they make a mistake, they’ll go over it, correct it, and go on” (p. 247).  I can vouch for the truth of this from watching my own son.  He basically taught himself to read just with his phonics toys (Leap Pond is terrific), LeapPad, and computer games (I recommend JumpStart, but there are many great CD-ROMs on the market.)  Just recently, he learned about synonyms and homophones from his Shrek 2 LeapPad book.  He will play with this stuff for hours if I let him, whereas he can barely sit still to do a worksheet or lesson with me.  I think that a big part of the success of these items is that the child has complete control over what he does, in what order, how quickly, and so forth.  When he enjoys the activity, he’ll do it over and over, which provides beneficial repetition.  He loves reporting what he’s learned and does so voluntarily (sometimes to my extreme exhaustion!)  This is in stark contrast to what he’s doing in school – it’s like pulling teeth getting him to talk about his school work.  I think it all goes back to the enjoyability.  What he enjoys, he remembers better, wants to repeat, and wants to talk about to others.


This post is getting long (as usual), but I would like to say a couple of things about inclusion.  I am cautiously in favor of inclusion for the same reasons the book is: giving special needs students experience in the “real world”, increasing interaction between groups, and so forth.  After my interviews for this week’s field report, however, I’d like to say that inclusion seems to add a very heavy burden on the teacher in the form of extra planning, record-keeping, consulting with specialists, reporting to parents, and so forth.  I don’t think this is a reason to get rid of inclusion, but I do hope that the process becomes more manageable in the near future.  Computers should be of increasing help as more self-paced mastery-learning modules are developed and easier record-keeping and tracking software is developed.


I enjoyed this chapter and, as usual, learned a lot from it.  In a way, I feel more overwhelmed each week because there are SO many things we teachers need to do and take into account.  It seems like more than one person can handle in the classroom.  The way I see it, though, is that I’ll have to accept that I won’t be an expert in my first few years.  I’ll just need to outline some of the things I want to do, incorporate them the best I can, and continually study and revise my lesson plans each year.  I think the methods outlined in this chapter will help me to better structure my lessons so that, even if my lesson plans are less-than-perfect, I can still reach my students in a variety of ways and help them work within their respective zones of proximal development.

