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  Rationale for the Use of Case

  Studies to Teach Problem Solving


  Dealing with the challenges of teaching is never easy. There are seldom clear-cut solutions to the day-to-day and minute-by-minute issues that come up in the classroom. Many factors often influence and compound a situation, and there are always multiple perspectives to any situation. While pedagogy is the usual focus in teacher-training classrooms, the student-teaching experience brings into play the emotional context of the school’s community and the need to make decisions “in the moment.”


  Preservice teachers need to be aware of the importance of the relationships that exist within the student-teaching experience as well as the stress that these interactions can produce. In addition, the reality of the classroom calls for decision making and problem solving that involves real students—something that is not easily practiced in the college classroom.


  The use of case studies in teacher preparation enables preservice educators to reflect on an issue and consider how they would deal with a problem before they actually have to handle the situation. Novices do not have the benefit of the numerous experiences that veteran teachers have that give master teachers prior knowledge to draw on when handling a problem. Case studies provide an effective technique for engaging preservice teachers in thoughtful analysis and dialogue regarding problems they may encounter in the classroom.


  Narratives provide opportunities for novice teachers to make connections between what they are learning in the classroom and the realities of the world of teaching. The use of cases provides a bridge from the theoretical to the practical, while engaging students in the analysis of situations and the problem solving they will need to do in the classroom. Analyzing case studies helps develop knowledge of how to handle the day-to-day problems that come up in the classroom.


  Reading and discussing case studies forces prospective teachers to take the time to identify potential problems. Beginning teachers often do not look deeply enough into a situation and thus fail to see what might be the underlying cause of many problems (Berlinger, 1991). By engaging in discussions using cases that present real-life, student-teaching dilemmas, future educators are able to develop problem-solving strategies.


  According to Merseth (1992), “Teachers need analytic and decision-making skills to make thoughtful assessments that induce appropriate actions. Decision-making cases can hone these skills” (p. 53). By analyzing the effectiveness of the choices made by the individuals involved in a case, preservice teachers can learn to draw on their knowledge and consider possible reasons for the problem and determine if they would follow a similar path or utilize alternative methods of handling the problem.


  In addition, these case discussions need to be conducted by the preservice teachers themselves. While these discussions force the participants to look to themselves and their own knowledge to determine how they would handle these situations, there is more learning that can occur in a case-based discussion. By making this a student-centered process, teacher education faculty can provide additional learning experiences for novice teachers.


  Students are assigned individually to facilitate a case discussion. They are required to identify an objective for the discussion, write out specific questions to guide the conversations, run the discussion, and assess whether their students met their objective for the discussion. Discussion leaders turn in a lesson plan along with the evidence they gather related to whether the students met the objectives.


  This process enables the faculty member to avoid being the expert in the conversation. Putting the preservice teacher in charge of the discussion provides an additional learning experience for the student as they develop a minilesson that implements effective discussion-based lesson techniques.


  This is a text that is needed in teacher education classes, particularly methods courses and student-teaching seminars. With the emphasis on assessments and data-driven instruction, our preservice teachers do not get a chance to consider how they will deal with some of the dilemmas that will surface in their future classrooms. This text enables them to consider the possibilities for dealing with issues, but it also provides a process for them to hone their instructional skills.


  Some casebooks provide the questions for discussion within the text and lead the discussion from an outsider’s point of view. This book provides a process for preservice teachers to develop the questions and facilitate the discussion. By making this a resource for preservice teachers to work with on multiple levels, it will truly heighten their ability to think like a teacher.


  Methods instructors: it should be noted that it is in these types of discussions where students begin to recognize the myriad of decisions they will face in their future careers. They also begin to develop ideas for dealing with these problems, and this increases their confidence as they head out for student teaching. Without discussing cases such as these, preservice teachers may be extremely nervous and naive.


  While preservice teachers may have had experience in shorter practicum settings, exposure to long-term classroom interactions may not have been a part of their preparation prior to student teaching. In shorter situations, the regular classroom teacher often handles the on-going problems, so the novice teacher has little opportunity to hone their decision-making skills or develop a repertoire of processes for solving problems. This is the real value of the use of case discussions as a part of teacher preparation—developing novice teacher decision making and problem solving.


  In today’s schools, with the heightened focus on technology and data, we cannot forget that it is the conversations, the sharing of stories, where the young teacher develops a sense for how he or she will deal with the humans in the classroom: the students and other teachers, administrators and parents with whom they will interact in the schools.


  Relationships are a key part of the teaching and learning process, and these case studies deal with real people and real problems. We cannot overlook the communicative aspect of teacher development, and the use of case studies, with their focus on problem solving and student-led discussions, will enhance these learning processes for our next generation of educators.


  REFERENCES


  Berlinger, D. C. (1991, Spring). Educational psychology and pedagogical expertise: New findings and new opportunities for thinking about training. Educational Psychologist, 24, 145–55.


  Merseth, K. K. (1991). Case studies and teacher education. Teacher Education Quarterly, 17(1), 53–62.
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  Case Methodology


  A teaching case is not necessarily (just) a piece of writing; it is a way of framing problems and analyzing experience (Herreid, 2000). The presentation of a messy problem forces the reader and discussant to consider a variety of approaches to resolving the issue. Beyond the value of the discussion itself, this text provides a means for novice teachers to practice their own skills as discussion leaders and facilitators.


  In addition to participating in the conversations presented by the book, readers of this text are challenged to facilitate a discussion. They must develop a process for engaging their colleagues and plan specific questions to guide the conversation. This is an enhanced value to this text—it provides cases studies for discussion, but it also provides a process that engages the novice teacher in specific skill-building practice. All students can lead a case discussion, whether with the full class or in smaller seminar sessions.


  To prepare students to lead these discussions, faculty need to model a case discussion and clearly identify the process that the students need to follow. Some debriefing may be needed after the student-led discussion, but the focus on student-centered constructivist learning should be maintained. Listed below is a process that can guide the development of this case discussion. This structure enables discussion leaders to think more deeply about the situation and fully prepare for this learning activity.


  In addition, faculty need to direct the class participants to consider the following as they read each case:


  
    	What are the issues here? (Define the problems)


    	What alternative strategies might you consider?


    	What is at stake here?

  


  The following process needs to be shared with preservice teachers and modeled for them so they are clear about the process and expectations for themselves as facilitators of these discussions. This is an important step and all aspects of the model should be shared, modeled, and discussed to ensure that the student who is leading the discussion is able to shape the conversation in a way that enhances the learning for all in the classroom.


  Facilitating Case Discussions


  1. Set clear expectations for the discussion


  a. What are the expectations or rules for participating in the discussion?


  b. What will you do to create an atmosphere that fosters risk taking and encourages participation?


  c. What are the objectives for this conversation?


  d. How will you involve all students in the discussion? Or will you?


  2. Manage the time


  a. With a case there is always more to discuss than there is time, so set a time limit.


  b. Keep discussion focused on the objectives of the case.


  c. Allow for synthesis and bring discussion to closure.


  3. Plan the questions you will ask and encourage questions from the participants. Use open-ended questions: “What do you think is happening here?” “How did the preservice teacher approach the problem?”


  a. “What would you do?”


  b. Ask for facts.


  c. Ask for evidence to support ideas.


  d. Encourage curiosity: “How might you deal with this?”


  e. Explore attitudes: “Why does this person (or student) think/respond/behave this way?”


  4. Listen


  a. Silence is effective!


  b. Use wait time to allow students time to consider all possibilities.


  c. Limit giving your thoughts; allow student development of ideas. Don’t answer your own questions!


  5. Organize and structure the discussion


  a. Set the structure—whole class or small group interactions, or both?


  b. Group roles: How will groups share with the whole class?


  c. Write key ideas and comments on the board or overhead to capture ideas.


  d. Synthesize: List options or ideas for solving the problem; pull together different ideas.


  e. Link the situation with theory and pedagogy that has been discussed in prior classes. Reference previous readings or discussions.


  f. Follow up with activities to extend the thinking and foster reflection (journaling, reflective responses, exit cards, further research).


  6. Avoid these common problems


  a. Insufficient preparation for the discussion


  b. Insufficient use of wait time


  c. Programmed answers: avoid playing “guess that I’m thinking.”


  d. Creating a climate that discourages participation by cutting off answers or responding in negative tones


  e. Closed questions with one-word answers


  REFERENCES


  Adapted from L. Wilkerson & J. Boehrer. (1992). Using cases about teaching for faculty development. To Improve the Academy. A publication of the Professional and Organizational Development Network in Higher Education.


  Herreid, C. F. 2005. Using case studies to teach science. http://www.action bioscience.org/education.html


  CASE DISCUSSION

  LEARNING TASK


  To facilitate the development of your instructional skills, each student will lead a discussion of one of the case studies found in the text. This discussion will be scheduled across the semester, with the understanding that students leading the discussion later in the term should complete the task at a higher skill level than those assigned to the task at the beginning of the term. The instructor will distribute a schedule that will contain the chapters selected and options for signing up to be a discussion leader.


  Each student will generate and turn in a lesson plan, prior to their discussion date. This lesson plan needs to include:


  1. Objective(s) and purpose: The objective and purpose for conducting this lesson needs to be named and should be communicated to the students during the lesson.


  2. Questions: Include a list of questions that will be used in the discussion to foster a 20–30 minute class conversation and address the problems in the case. (There may be questions that evolve from the actual discussion, but the leader needs to preplan questions that will guide the conversation, manage and monitor the discussion, and conclude it within 30 minutes, including time for the assessment.)


  3. Engagement strategy: State the name of the strategy or strategies that will be used to involve all of the students in the conversation as well as the process that will be used for implementing this strategy.


  4. Assessment: This assessment needs to determine how or if every student has met the objective for the discussion must be included. The leader needs to gather and provide this evidence to the instructor.


  5. Reflection: Each student must also complete a brief reflection on her or his work as discussion leader following the class, using the following guide.


  ASSESSMENT OF CASE STUDY DISCUSSION


  Directions: The criteria listed below are the expectations for this Case Study Discussion Task. This form will be used by your instructor to gather data and assess your skills related to facilitating discussions. You may want to use this form as a planning guide.


  Name: _____________________________________________


  Date: ______________________________________________


  Chapter from the text: _________________________________


  1. Objective for the discussion is written and communicated to the class.


  
    
      	0

      	1

      	2

      	3
    

  


  2. Planned questions are identified and attached.


  
    
      	0

      	1

      	2

      	3
    

  


  3. A planned engagement strategy is identified and implemented during the conversation. This strategy provides a means for getting all students involved so that every student’s ideas and input can be identified.


  
    
      	0

      	1

      	2

      	3
    

  


  4. The assessment used for this discussion is identified and the discussion leader provides evidence of how students met the objectives.


  
    
      	0

      	1

      	2

      	3
    

  


  5. Individual reflection: Please complete this reflection portion of the assessment after the discussion and return it to your instructor. Your reflection needs to include the following questions but may also include additional observations from the student.


  For the Individual Reflection (criteria 5), each answer is given a score.


  a. How well do you think you planned for this discussion?


  
    
      	0

      	1

      	2

      	3
    

  


  b. How effectively do you think you lead this discussion? How well do you think you addressed all the pertinent issues and problems in the case? Give specific examples to support your claim.


  
    
      	0

      	1

      	2

      	3
    

  


  c. How effective was your communication during this discussion? Give specific examples to support your claim.


  
    
      	0

      	1

      	2

      	3
    

  


  d. Identify how you know your students have met your objective and describe why your objective was a significant learning expectation for your students.


  
    
      	0

      	1

      	2

      	3
    

  


  e. Do you feel your questions adequately facilitated the discussion and contributed to the ability of your participants to relate this case to their own futures in the classroom? Give examples.


  
    
      	0

      	1

      	2

      	3
    

  


  Rubric scores:

  3 = component is completed effectively

  2 = component is completed satisfactorily

  1 = component is not satisfactorily completed

  0 = component is not completed


  Your score: ________________ / 27


  PLANNING FOR

  CLASSROOM

  DISCUSSIONS
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    Objectives, Questions, Problem

    Solving, Engagement, and Assessment

  


  As a preservice teacher, you have been learning about planning for instruction. There are many structures for organizing lessons and units, but the key is to focus on what the student will be able to know and do at the end of the learning experience.


  Setting an objective for class discussion is a vital, but often overlooked, aspect of any classroom dialogue. You need to identify and communicate to students what your expectations are for their learning during the discussion, engage them in a process so that all students are involved, and then determine if everyone has met the objective.


  This means that the model where the teacher asks a question, one student raises their hand and answers, then the teacher gives approval or corrects the student is not supportive of effective student discussion or effective learning (Walsh and Sattes, 2005, p. 25). Using this text, you can practice leading effective classroom conversations with your peers. In addition, discussing the case studies in this text will enable you to further develop your interactive communication skills.


  OBJECTIVES


  If you want students to answer factual questions, a discussion is not the proper approach. If you want your students to share their opinions, to react to something they have read, to generate options or reflect on a situation, then you will want to plan a discussion. In either case, you need to identify a goal, an objective, for the learning (Marzano, Pickering, and Pollock, 2001; Pollock, 2007).


  Even in a discussion, you need to specify what you want students to know and be able to do as a result of this process. Sample discussion objectives might be: “Students will generate ideas for solving a problem related to ____________ and give reasons for their statements in a class discussion.” Or: “Students will determine what evidence from the text, or other sources, supports the following statement: _____________________________ and share their thoughts in a class discussion.” These could be used for many subject areas.


  Similarly, objectives need to be developed for discussions of the cases in this text. What might be a learning goal, an objective, for the discussion of one of the case studies? Perhaps it is for all students to voice their opinions about the effectiveness of the student teacher involved; perhaps it will be to generate options for what to do in a similar situation. If you are leading the conversation, you need to identify your objective for the discussion.


  QUESTIONS


  The research compiled by Marzano, Pickering, and Pollock (2001) states that “questions designed to help students obtain a deeper understanding of content will increase their interest in the topic” (p. 113). Opportunities to explore ideas and focus on higher-level thinking processes enhance motivation, which will help students focus and learn more. Therefore, you need to develop questions that will do more than elicit factual answers. This means that questions need to be carefully constructed.


  Quality questions do not just pop out of your head. If your objective is to engage students at a higher level of thinking you need to carefully plan your questions. The questions should support your objective and move students to higher intellectual performance. Walsh and Sattes (2005) state that preplanning questions that scaffold your learner’s thinking is necessary in order to facilitate effective discussions.


  Many educators fall short in this area, declaring, “They will generate questions based on student replies.” However, you will not get those student ideas if you don’t spark their thinking with a good, well-structured question. Developing a series of questions related to your objectives will enable the conversation to get started and will stimulate more student ideas if the conversation winds down.


  Good planning requires that you have prepared in-depth questions—even if you do not use them all—written out and ready to support the discussion. You may want to use some questions provided with each case study or generate your own when you lead the discussion.


  PROBLEM SOLVING


  As the discussion leader, your questions need to help your fellow preservice teaches identify the problem(s) inherent in the case. As a teacher, you will have many problems come up in the course of your work with students and colleagues in the school setting. This discussion will allow you to determine the issues, identify if the situation was handled appropriately, and perhaps consider alternative ways in which the problem could have been handled.


  All teachers are problems solvers, and your ability to work through problems will help you navigate your first year of teaching. As the discussion leader, consider what process you will use to have students identify the problem and offer possible alternatives that might impact the outcome of this situation.


  One possible model that you might consider using in your discussion to guide the problem solving process is the IDEAL model:


  I: Identify the problem.


  D: Determine all the possible solutions or alternatives .


  E: Evaluate the positive and negative consequences of each alternative, including the choices made by the student in the case.


  A: Act! Develop a plan of action that you would use if you were in this situation.


  L: Learn from your decisions—share your “‘personal learnings” (Junior Achievement, 1996).


  ENGAGEMENT


  To ensure that all students can meet the discussion objective(s), you need to create an environment where everyone gets a chance to talk. In some K–12 classrooms, only a few students respond to the teacher or talk to each other in a discussion (Walsh and Sattes, 2005). Part of the planning for a discussion involves selecting strategies for engaging all students.


  Using a cooperative structure such as “Think-Pair-Share” before opening the floor for comments or giving roles to students helps expand their thinking or take on a particular perspective during the conversation. Asking students to write down their thoughts, draw a picture to support their ideas, or create an analogy to share can stimulate thinking and help students generate ideas for the discussion. If you simply open the conversation by tossing out a question to all students, you may get involvement from everyone, and you may not.


  As the teacher or facilitator of the discussion, you need to create a situation where all students participate at some level. The use of strategies for engagement ensures participation and provides a scaffold for further comments from students. While your college colleagues may not need these strategies to get them talking, identifying and using engagement processes in your case discussions will ensure you have some ideas and practice when you use them in your future classroom.


  In addition, expecting students to automatically feel comfortable sharing ideas without establishing a classroom where there is trust is another concern. Taking time at the beginning of the year to get to know students and develop relationships between yourself and each student is important if you want them to feel comfortable talking in class.


  Even in a college classroom, the use of an icebreaker to warm up your participants will make more people feel comfortable joining in the conversation. When you facilitate your case discussion, be creative in warming up your peers so you develop an awareness of building community in your own classroom. As Dr. James Comer from Yale University has stated, “Without relationship, no significant learning can take place” (2004, 2).


  ASSESSMENT


  Good teachers are able to identify whether all students have met the goal of the lesson. They keep records to identify that students have met the particular criteria that was a part of the lesson (Pollock, 2007). This means that you need a process for gathering information that identifies whether students actually talked about the questions you provided as stimulus for discussion.


  If your objective is: “Students will generate ideas for solving a problem related to ____________ and give reasons for their statements in a class discussion,” what evidence will you obtain to determine if students have completed this task? Can you identify the ideas that every student shared? Or will you just note that the student participated. How can you gather and keep track of this data?


  Your objective in a discussion is usually not tied to a summative assessment, but rather it is a formative assessment determining if your students have the knowledge and skill to share their ideas in a discussion based on a content topic or question. However, you will need to actually capture this information and keep track of it. This will enable you to provide additional support for those who were not able or comfortable participating in the discussion.


  The process you use to gather this data can be a simple checklist, where you mark on your class list which students participated and how many times they spoke. You may want to jot down significant comments made by some students, or you may have students write a brief summary at the end of the discussion, identifying what they shared and what they learned from their peers.


  In addition, you can give students who did not participate in the discussion the option to share their ideas in writing, providing them at least some means of communicating what they do know, even if they did not fully meet the objective. You will want to provide feedback to your students about their work toward this objective. Follow-up conversations with students about their participation and summaries of the discussion will help reinforce the learning and can provide time to offer ongoing learning for those who still need support.


  For your preservice peers, you also need to have a system developed for gathering evidence of their participation. It might be interesting to share that data after class so that your colleagues recognize their own discussion processes and skills. You should develop and implement an assessment for your fellow classmates during your case discussion so that you experience this process and review the data to determine what you might do if these were students in your K–12 classroom.


  REFERENCES
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  Junior Achievement. (1996). Junior achievement economics study guide. Colorado Springs, CO.
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    PLANNING TO MEET

    ALL OF THEIR NEEDS

  


  SETTING: First grade


  FOCUS QUESTIONS: While reading this case, consider the following questions:


  
    	How do you develop your lesson plans?


    	What are ways you find time to do your planning?


    	How do you determine how to differentiate for your diverse learners?

  


  The first graders all looked so cute that first day of my student teaching. My cooperating teacher had me read to them during story time, and I loved all their expressions and how eager they were to sit by me. I couldn’t wait until I was teaching!


  I started out gradually, presenting a reading lesson from our reading series. We paired students and had them “read” the letter sounds and basic words to each other. I really wanted to focus on reading, so that was the class that I began teaching. Planning what I would say, the examples I would give, the questions I would ask was fun, and I spent several hours each night preparing for these initial lessons. My cooperating teacher looked over my lesson plans in the morning before class began, and she would offer some suggestions or let me know that the plan looked good. When I executed these plans, they never seemed to go exactly as I had envisioned them, but my continued efforts began to pay off.


  I was a little annoyed when my college supervisor asked to see my lesson plans at our first meeting. I figured that they would be examined and graded like they’d been in our methods classes.


  “I see that you have a description of what you will be doing and saying in reading class tomorrow, but I am not sure of your objectives. Do you have those listed somewhere?”


  I sighed. “My cooperating teacher doesn’t write out objectives, and she hasn’t said that anything is wrong with the way I do these,” I replied.


  “Your cooperating teacher has been teaching for years and most likely carries in her head many mental lesson plans, including the objectives for the lesson. I think you need to be more specific in your own plans so that you can see where you’re headed with this lesson. As a beginner, you need to think about what exactly it is that you want your students to know and be able to do. You also need to consider how standards are embedded in your lessons. Writing out your objectives focuses your thinking about these things.”


  “OK, sure. I’ll work on that,” I lied. If the classroom teacher did not expect objectives in my lesson, I certainly wasn’t going to make more work for myself by trying to write out some educational jargon. I was here to learn to teach!


  As the weeks went by, I gradually began to take responsibility for more classes. The leisurely evening planning process I had used before was not going to cut it anymore. I spent several hours each evening writing up my plans—and that was even without the additional time it would have taken to find the parts of the standards that fit and write objectives! When I took over the whole class at the fourth week of my experience, I looked out at the faces of the first graders and felt a little panicky. There were three children in the Title I program who were getting special help, but who were struggling with reading even the simplest words. Charlie and Maggie were being pulled out for the gifted program; they were reading way ahead of their grade level. And there was Joe, who was mainstreamed into our class for a couple of hours a day, whose physical and mental disabilities limited what he could do in the class. Julio and Irma were new immigrants and they were still learning to understand spoken English. How was I supposed to meet all of these kids’ needs?


  Part of my problem, I knew, was finding the time for planning. I used the teacher’s manual and textbooks to shape my lessons and that helped me plan more quickly. Still, after being with the students all day, I often had only a few hours for planning before I had to race across town to work. I was trying to squeeze in a few hours of work so I could pay for gas to get me to school and contribute my share of the rent. On top of that, my roommates, who were not in education, often went out at night, leaving me with my books. They didn’t seem to realize that I had to get up early and be ready for a full day of teaching!


  I still managed to generate lessons that my cooperating teacher okayed and that kept the kids busy and learning—I thought. It was tough having her out of the room all day and dealing with all of the issues on my own, but I felt good about how things were progressing. When my college supervisor came to observe again, he asked me how I was supporting the differences between the students in my classes. I stammered that I was working on full-class instruction and that the “pull out” programs were assisting with the diversity. My supervisor looked over my lesson plans and said, “Do you think that if you were to write out your objectives for each of these different groups of learners, you would have a clearer picture of what you could do to assist them?”


  “It is difficult to plan for a full day of lessons in all the subjects, let alone create several additional individual plans,” I answered. “I know what I expect from each child and how to get them to that point.”


  My supervisor said I might find it working now but that using the student-teaching experience to build and enhance my skills was important. “You might find it more helpful in the long run to specify your objectives,” he finished. I said nothing, mentally dismissing this statement. I knew that I was getting all the experience I needed in planning.


  A week later, during reading, I noticed that my Title kids were really struggling. I hit upon the idea of pairing them with the “enriched” kids so they could hear the words read correctly and see some good readers at work. For the next few days, I continued this pairing, proud of myself for discovering an effective process. The next day, after watching me teach, my cooperating teacher asked me if I was going to continue to have Charlie and Maggie work with Tracy, Julio, Irma, and Tasha. “I think that the four of them are benefitting from this positive modeling,” I replied, satisfied with myself.


  “What about Charlie and Maggie?” Mrs. Hinges asked. “What are your objectives for them?”


  “You haven’t asked for objectives in my lessons before,” I quickly replied. “I know what I want them to accomplish.”


  “That may be true for the majority of the class, but I wonder about Charlie and Maggie. Today, Charlie was really being silly when he worked with Julio and Tasha. I think he might be getting bored with all of the repetition when he reads so well already. And Maggie’s mom called today to ask why her daughter always had to work with the ‘low’ students. She wondered if Maggie might be given something to read that was more on her level and get a chance to work with someone whose reading skills didn’t demand so much from her.”


  “But that’s the benefit of working with the Title kids,” I said. “Maggie and Charlie are learning more by teaching—about getting along with other kids, about being helpful, about sharing their skills . . .”


  Mrs. Hinges interrupted me. “Are those your objectives?”


  “I guess so. I want them to be able to work together.”


  “But is that the only outcome for your reading classes?”


  “No, I want all of the children to improve their word attack skills and comprehension level.”


  “Ok,” Mrs. Hinges went on. “While your initial objective may address valuable social skills, we still need to focus on their reading as well. I know I don’t write out my objectives, but I am constantly thinking about each child and how to maximize their learning. Are Charlie and Maggie getting the opportunity to improve if they always work with students who are quite a bit below their own reading level?


  “Probably not.”


  “And are they ready to read children’s books that go beyond what is in their reader?”


  “Sure.”


  “I agree. Another point is that I am not so sure that Julio, Tasha, Irma, and Tracy always appreciate the talents of Charlie and Maggie. Maybe we could put the four of them with students closer to their own abilities so they don’t feel so outclassed all the time.” Mrs. Hinges smiled and went on. “You are good with the children, but you need to have a clear picture of why you are doing something in the classroom. Have you looked at the state standards for this age? That is where many of my objectives come from. I haven’t said anything about this issue before because your partner groups with different ability students are a good idea for the short term. However, I think we need to clarify what our goals are for all the students, so that we can decide if the partner groups are working or if we need to vary our approach. I think we’ll be in for a lot of unrest and disruption if we don’t allow Charlie and Maggie to work at their own level some of the time. I know you have read about differentiation, and this is what I want you to think about as you continue your plans. We must be able to meet the needs of all of our students.”


  I sat silently. My lovely plans—all that work. . . . But I had to admit that I didn’t really know why I was doing some of the things I had written down for my daily lessons. I hadn’t really thought beyond the “keep them busy and keep them involved” stage of planning. I had been putting together lessons for what I thought was the “average” kid. I thought using the teacher’s manual would help me avoid problems, but the diversity of student abilities wasn’t really addressed in the main teacher’s manual. I remembered that Mrs. Hinges had said there were some supplementary materials that accompanied the text, and I hadn’t even looked at those. I also wondered about Joe. I had made sure that his mainstreamed time in class was always during story time and recess. This had made things easy for me, but I wondered if I ought to have some specific reason for why I was doing this. I really didn’t know what to do for him. I need to look at his IEP, I sighed. Another thing I knew about from classes but hadn’t had the time to investigate.


  The next day when we looked over my plans, Mrs. Hinges again pointed out that I was ready to begin focusing on the rationale behind my lessons. “You have a good communication style, you are knowledgeable in the subject areas, and you are very aware of what the children are doing during class,” she said. “It’s time to move to a higher level of awareness of your students’ needs.” She helped me by asking me why I was having the students complete certain tasks, by getting me to voice the purpose of my lessons and activities. She pulled out the state standards and got me a copy of Joe’s IEP. We regrouped students for reading, putting Charlie and Maggie together, and I gave them several books to read to each other. During our large group reading, I identified several students who were reading well but were closer to Tracy, Tasha, Irma, and Julio’s ability level. When these groups got going, all the children were more focused and seemed to be improving their reading ability. I still wanted to work on social skills, but I clarified that this wasn’t my only objective. I realized I had used the social skills objective to justify my groupings. I needed to address specific academic objectives for all students, not just generalized goals like keeping them busy. I felt like smacking myself in the head. All of our conversations about assessment in my college courses, and I really hadn’t checked yet to see how students were doing other than observing them read in class. I would need to do that if I intended to regularly regroup the students to vary their working partners. More planning! I decided that I needed to cut my hours at work and spend some quality time in the library putting my lesson plans together.


  As I thought about Joe, I read in his IEP that Joe was to “practice communicating his thoughts appropriately and clearly to peers.”He needed to learn to interact with other children his own age and to listen and communicate more clearly. When I thought about it, using story time to engage him and all the children in conversation about the book was a good method to address that objective.


  The second half of my placement is going to be in the fifth grade. I realize that I will have to be more specific in defining my objectives and figure out how to deal with the issue of planning time. My new cooperating teacher mentioned that I would be able to write the end of the quarter test for social studies. He said, “As long as you have clear objectives, you have a guide for how you will teach and a plan for assessing the children. Your test should tell whether or not the children have met the objectives. And if your objectives reflect the state standards, then you also have evidence that the kids have met the standards.”


  So I am clearly getting the message about writing objectives. I wonder about this test I will have to write for the fifth graders—should the test be the same for all of the students? What if I have students like Tracy, Tasha, Julio, and Irma? Should they be expected to pass a test when their reading ability might affect their score? What about high achievers? Should they have a more challenging test? Would a project that asked the students to use their knowledge be a better indicator of what they know than a paper-and-pencil test? And if I have mainstreamed students with IEPs, will they even be expected to learn social studies? Why would I even teach social studies to someone like Joe? I sat back and wondered how teachers do it all. It is certainly more complicated than I realized when you are teaching day after day—and not just a few weeks of a practicum experience. This is certainly more difficult than I had realized! I definitely need to work on getting the “why” before the “what” in my planning.


  During my next conversation with my college supervisor, when I was pouring out my concerns, he told me this analogy, “Objectives provide a road map so students and the teacher don’t get lost . . . but there are multiple routes to get to the same destination.” It makes sense to me now. I have to make the time to think though what my expectations are for all of my students and then generate lesson plans that help them meet their goals. I just wonder how I will make time to continually do all of this!




End of sample
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