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What does it mean to be a professional, ethical English teacher?  What kinds of issues should good English teachers think about as they go about the daily tasks of planning, conducting and evaluating lessons?  How should they include others in their decisions about teaching and learning?  What approaches should teachers consider as important and sometimes difficult social issues arise as a result of class discussion?  These are difficult questions with no one right answer.  

To address these kinds of questions, several important educational organizations have developed documents, which we will work with in the English Education program: 

· The New York State Education Department’s “Code of Ethics” 

· The Interstate New Teacher Assessment and Support Consortium’s Dispositions from their “Model Standards for Beginning Teacher Licensing and Development: A Resource for State Dialogue” 

· The National Council of Teachers of English’s “Attitudes for Teachers of English”

Directions to Teacher Candidates: In connection with the above documents, you have written an essay that responds to scenarios from English classrooms.  Please carefully examine your essay and list the numbers of the codes, dispositions, and attitudes to which your essay speaks.  In this manner, you will demonstrate your awareness of and your ability to address these points.  It may not be practical for every essay to speak to every code, disposition and attitude.  Since you will complete three of these essays in your work in the English Education Program, please pose as a goal for yourself that you will address each of the codes, dispositions, and attitudes at least once by the time you have written all three essays. This cover sheet and your essay should be included in your Teacher Candidate Portfolio.
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Not Enough to Be Good Enough
By design, my 100 observation hours spanned a cross-section of local schools. I attended public schools and private schools—some built at the turn of the 20th century, others where the cement just dried. I smiled at methods I cannot wait to emulate and grimaced at others I hope to see outlawed. I spent as many hours (28) in one of the wealthiest districts on Long Island as I did in districts classified as “high needs.” And this spectrum taught me a distinct lesson: good teachers, as well as bad teachers, can exist in any building. The labels imposed on a school have no impact on the level of education inside it. That is why I noticed when the innovative and the insufferable bumped up against each other at Deer Park High School.

By all numerical accounts, Deer Park should not be a good school. Nearly 10 percent of its 4,211 students live in poverty. Half of its eighth-graders failed the English Language Arts exam. Only 51 percent attend four-year colleges after graduation. Compare that to Half Hollow Hills, a significantly wealthier neighboring district that sends 78 percent of its graduates to four-year schools. Only 19 districts send their graduates to four-year colleges at a smaller clip than Deer Park. And most of those 19 districts make property value drop just by saying their names aloud.

The Deer Park teacher I observed does not let those numbers deter her. She seeks new ideas and attends conferences to find methods that will more effectively engage her students (NCTE 7). Fortunately, I saw her after she returned from a workshop on integrating audio literacy into the classroom. This teacher clearly wants to enrich her students (INTASC 1, NYS Principles 3 and 6, NCTE 6). She proved this by playing a CD of the Long Black Veil, a Johnny Cash song covered by The Dave Matthews Band. Then she had the students use a Venn diagram and chart to draw comparisons between the rhetorical techniques in the song and The Crucible, the work they read most recently. Then students used those media to compose thesis statements for a Regents Task 3 essay. In addition to satisfying administrator’s emphasis on test preparation, this lesson allowed her to extend the English classroom beyond the traditional model. It was also fun, once upon a time considered the enemy of learning. Some students even sang along. Compare this to a class I observed in Smithtown, a much wealthier district where a middle school English department policy prevents its students from READING ALOUD for fear of weaker readers embarrassing themselves. Student reactions in this Deer Park classroom indicated that this type of lesson was unique in their experience, so I mentally applauded the encouragement of multiple “modes of communication” in her classroom (INTASC 6).

Too many teachers don’t even try to teach things that aren’t in the handbooks their districts provide. I observed this teacher teach two sections each of three courses. I was glad to see she employed separate methods for all three. She used the audio lesson in English 10 Regents, large-group discussion about a short story in English 9 Honors and small-group work in her Medieval Literature course. Most teachers marry a method and replicate it regardless of the curriculum, composition of the class or any other factor. This teacher adapts to her students and the course (INTASC 4). She thinks about her students beyond the 40 minutes that she sees them in class. Not enough teachers take their jobs home with them. This teacher went beyond that. She announced her intention to attend, and offer extra credit for those who attend, the school play, The Tempest. Her participation in optional school activities exemplifies her commitment to her students (INTASC 5).

She must recognize her uniqueness, but she also acknowledges the skills of her colleagues and profits from them. She insisted I spend a period across the hall with two teachers in a ninth-grade inclusion class. Their styles and methods differ widely from hers, but she clearly has spent enough time observing them to make informed comparisons. I’m positive she has made subconscious changes to her own methods after observing her co-workers (INTASC 10, NYS Principle 4).

But despite her chairperson labeling her as “the best teacher in the department,” she has many areas to improve. I noticed these when observing her Medieval Literature class, where each of 30 seniors seems less interested in this one-semester elective than the next. All signed up because it sounded like it had “the least amount of writing,” the teacher said. She admitted this class leaves her hopeless. One student shouted from the back, “Does this count for this quarter or second quarter?” The teacher said the assignment counted for the first quarter, so the student responded, “I’m failing anyway. I don’t have to do it.” Then she had the entire class sit silently and read Sir Gawain “as punishment” (NCTE 5). She actually said that. This gives at-risk readers one more reason to avoid picking up a book. This practice guarantees that students will not achieve high levels of literacy (NCTE 12). Similarly, when I suggested the Long Black Veil might work better with the Scarlet Letter, she said, Hawthorne is “too hard for them” (INTASC 3, NYS Principles 1 and 2, NCTE 1). This does not set the bar at a particularly challenging height.

The teacher demonstrated another inability when she assigned students to write letters to Sir Gawain. She gave no specifics or explanation for the reason for the assignment. The letter-writing could have been a unique opportunity for students to get close to a character and explore themselves, but she never clued them in. She just said “write a letter” (INTASC 2). That turned the assignment into another perfunctory punishment that three students in the back of the room identified as something they could “B.S. through and still get a good grade.” This teacher missed a chance to bring students inside a text that many find alienating because she didn’t go far enough (NCTE 13).

Later, when I suggested she tell her ninth-graders studying Edgar Allan Poe that the NFL’s Baltimore Ravens are named for his poem, she ignored the idea (INTASC 7). Perhaps she rejected my suggestion because I am a student, however I think she missed a real opportunity to make the curriculum come alive for students who might otherwise feel disconnected from the text. A sports-centric student who doesn’t like to read might find the connection to a football team appealing enough to pick up “The Cask of the Amontillado.” When I began to look at this teacher more critically, I realized that the all the authors she taught that day (Arthur Miller, Edgar Allan Poe, Dave Matthews, Johnny Cash) were white men. Her class was composed of a much more interesting mix, but she didn’t seem to address that (NCTE 2 and 11).

By the end of the day, I realized there are no perfect teachers, but I could achieve a lot of this teacher’s successes while avoiding her the pitfalls that hold her back.
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