Meghan Whitehead

Reflective Practitioner
A reflective practitioner continuously examines not only his/her understanding of schools, students, and learning, but also the content to be taught and the pedagogical concepts and practices best suited for the diverse student population in today's schools.
Evidence of Reflection:
Reflections on the Practicum Experience (November 14, 2006)

For Methods Practicum - Here, I reflect upon my first practicum at my school placement site.


My practicum experience this semester has been both enjoyable and enlightening.  Queens Lake Middle School is a diverse and interesting place, and the teachers with whom I work are extremely dedicated.   I could not be happier with the school placement that I have.  But one of the first things I discovered when I began spending time in the classroom was that I came in with expectations for behavior and academic performance that were much too high.  Perhaps my memory of my own seventh grade experience is inaccurate, or maybe it’s just been too long since I’ve been in the seventh grade.  In any event, I was surprised—even shocked—by the level at which these students are performing compared with what my classmates and I were doing in the seventh grade.  


Like every pre-service teacher, I came into the practicum experience with a healthy level of optimism.  I wasn’t expecting miracles, and my previous experiences in teaching had whipped the greater part of my idealism out of me.   But my remaining optimism was quelled to a large extent by the things I began to observe in my classes.  Students come to class unprepared, without even the basic supplies like pencils or the textbook!  Students don’t do their homework, (they’re not even assigned any homework on the weekends), and they talk non-stop from the time class begins until the time it ends.  Their grades on tests are mediocre, and they bombed the C.A.R.I. assessment that I administered in early October.  Wow, I thought. It seemed to me that I could answer Q.A.R. questions with ease by the time I entered seventh grade. 


Getting these seventh grade students to do anything work-related is, to use a colloquial phrase, like pulling teeth.  Due to the rewards system that Ms. Buford has set up, students expect rewards for completing even basic assignments and if they don’t get them, they get angry.  Unfortunately, I feel like these students have adapted to a culture of dependence in the classroom which inhibits them from taking any real responsibility for their own learning. It is going to take a lot of work to change their attitudes toward seventh grade English.


At the beginning of the practicum, I felt like an intruder at Queens Lake, especially in the classroom.  But Mrs. Buford quickly incorporated me into her daily routine, and attending professional events like Back to School Night established me as a key player in her classroom.  I love the students with whom I work—I guess that surprises me a little!  I knew I wanted to work with this age group, but wow!  Now I really know.  While their academic performance may be disappointing, their general friendliness and spirit makes each day interesting and uplifting.  I feel comfortable taking control of these students, and they seem to accept me as an authority in the classroom.  I have made an effort to get to know all of their names and I think that has really paid off with regard to their regard for me as a legitimate authority figure.


I knew going into the practicum that teaching was going to be a lot of work.  I have not been surprised to discover that Ms. Buford spends most of her weekends planning and correcting papers.  What I have learned is what a big difference inclusion has made in the way a teacher needs to prepare his/her lessons.  The language of special education was foreign to me when I began the practicum.  Now—with thanks to Mrs. Williams, the special education teacher—that language is part of my everyday vocabulary.  But I see the challenges I am going to face with regard to teaching in the inclusive classroom---especially when it comes to trying to teach the first full-length novel of the year in March!   To that end, I would count the variety of accommodations one needs to make for IEP students as one of the major lessons I have learned this term.  


Another critical lesson I have learned this term is the importance of modeling activities for students before assigning them.  I launched into a lesson about a vocabulary game with great enthusiasm in October only to find that students had no idea how to play the game when I distributed it to them.  One can explain directions until one is black and blue in the face, but nothing will prove as effective as modeling.


Yet another important discovery I made was that the students must be kept active!  They need to transition about every fifteen minutes or else they grow bored and off-task.  Activities that get students moving or interacting with one another are the best.  The difficulty is that when the students are interacting, they get too chatty, and eventually they get off task anyway.  Thus, careful monitoring is necessary to keep groups focused!


The work in the methods class has helped prepare me to broach different subjects with my class, especially poetry.  I will admit, prior to our fun little poetry unit in methods, I really was dreading teaching poetry.  But seeing the things that Dr. Moore’s former students came up with when they were given a little creative freedom was really impressive.  And I’m certain that I will be using the Found Poetry exercise with my own students.  In fact, I hope to incorporate some Found Poetry activities into my big Across Five Aprils unit using primary documents as the “poetic” material.


Another major concept that the methods course has taught me is the importance of having students write each day, even if it is only for five minutes.  Ms. Buford is a wonderful, caring teacher, but she has not had her students writing as much as they should (she is the first to admit this!)  Students didn’t get started on their response journals until second quarter, and even now they are struggling just to finish one five paragraph essay.  (I hate to say this, but I think the writing prompt they had to work from was boring!!)


As for goals that I am setting for myself as a student teacher, I have many.  But the three primary ones that I have set for myself are as follows:  The first is to get students writing every day by encouraging them to use their reading journal extensively and having them keep an active writing portfolio.  The second goal I have is to wean the students from the rewards system Ms. Buford has implemented.  I must encourage them to take responsibility for their learning and, I will not accept excuses for why books, pencils or homework have been left in their lockers.    


The third goal I have is to get my students to feel comfortable with reading and interacting with texts.   Most of my students look at books like the are foreign objects.  They tear irreverently through the pages, then snap the covers closed with frustrated sighs of “this is boring” or “I can’t do this.”  Teaching the unit on Across Five Aprils is going to be a monumental task due to the length and complexity of the novel, but I have built in lessons specially designed to equip students with helpful reading strategies and get them actively engaged with the text.    


I have enjoyed working with Ms. Buford, and I look forward to collaborating with her and Mrs. Williams next term.   In the remainder of this term, I will be conferring with them as to how best to design my unit to engage all students.

Observation and Reflection on Two Teachers (October 13, 2006)

For Methods Practicum - In this paper, I reflect on the teaching methods of two other teachers whom I observed during my first practicum experience.  One of them is my cooperating English teacher, Mrs. Buford.  The other is a Spanish teacher, Mrs. Fortin.


For this assignment, I observed Ms. Buford teach a lesson on Question-Answer Relationships.  I also observed the Seventh Grade Spanish teacher, Mrs. Fortin, teach a lesson on Spanish everyday vocabulary and the pop-culture song, “La Bamba.”   These two teachers have drastically different styles of teaching and behavior management, but each was effective in her own way.  Both teachers have taught for more than twenty years, and both are well acquainted with their students’ diverse learning styles.


As is befitting a foreign language teacher, Mrs. Fortin encourages a great deal of social interaction in her classroom.  The desks are arranged in groups of four, and her tolerance for noise is higher than that of Mrs. Buford.  Her main method of behavior management is flickering the lights and then counting seconds until she has the full attention of the class.  The number of seconds that she wastes waiting for their attention are seconds after the bell that the students have to remain in the classroom.  When I spoke with Mrs. Fortin about this method, she said that it’s the only one that really works for her class (and that she has tried a billion!)   When a particular student gets very unruly, she says that she will then resort to calling his/her parents from the classroom phone.  


Mrs. Fortin likes to incorporate music into her classes.  Every day, the music of a different Spanish song can be heard drifting down the hallway.  Following a warm-up bodily-kinesthetic exercise that required students to cut out study cues for their next test and past them beside their English equivalents, Mrs. Fortin introduced her students to the Spanish pop song, “La Bamba.”  First, she handed out lyric sheets for the students to follow along with, then she played the music and encouraged a sing-along.  The second time through the song, she made all of the students participate in singing.  This activity got the students up and energized for the next activity, which was slightly less interesting and involved repetition of everyday Spanish words.  Mrs. Fortin called upon every student to participate vocally in the class and asked the more restless students to help her clean-up the classroom and collect supplies.


Mrs. Buford tries to run a calmer, quieter classroom, although she, too, recognizes that students of this age have to be provided with energizing activities in order to remain engaged for the duration of the 45-minute class.  Ms. Buford has her students seated in rows or pairs facing the front of the room.  Her main method of behavior management is making calls home to parents.  She makes several phone calls everyday—usually to the same students’ parents.  She also relocates troublesome students to desks by themselves, where they can’t engage their partners in disruptive conversation.


Mrs. Buford emphasizes that her classroom is a place of tolerance and respect, and she is quick to point out to students when they are being “rude.”  To make her lesson on Question-Answer Response more interactive (and also to demonstrate to students what it feels like to have to try to gain the attention of the class), Mrs. Buford called upon several students to serve as “assistant teachers” in her lesson.  As she walked students through the four types of Q.A.R. questions on PowerPoint, the “assistant teachers” had to call on classmates to provide example questions.  The “assistant teachers” were also responsible for summarizing the content of the lesson at the conclusion of the period.  Mrs. Buford also killed two metaphorical birds with one stone by using this technique because she both taught her lesson on Q.A.R., and she exposed students to some of the key elements of public speaking by asking them to address and assist a classroom of their peers in learning a new concept.


It became apparent as I compared the lessons of these two teachers that Mrs. Buford is a more traditional teacher than Mrs. Fortin—perhaps out of necessity.  Mrs. Buford must teach more diverse students than Mrs. Fortin (MR and severely LD students are not placed in foreign language classes).   Consequently, Mrs. Buford must deal with more behavior management problems.  In an attempt to instill a sense of responsibility respect, and good behavior in her students, Mrs. Buford addresses them formally, often as  “Miss” or “Mister,” or even “Sir”.   Her lesson focused not just on information about Q.A.R., but on having students model appropriate, mature behavior when addressing a large group.  Mrs. Fortin’s lesson aimed at immersing students in the Spanish language and familiarizing them with pop culture.  Through observing both lessons, I learned several effective behavior management strategies.  I also learned how a teacher must design instruction based upon the characteristics of the specific students he/she must teach.
Curriculum Awareness (October 7, 2006)

For Methods Practicum - Here, I reflect on a discussion I had with my cooperating teacher about the structure of the seventh grade English curriculum. 

English 7 Curriculum Discussion

This week, during planning period and after school, Ms. Buford and I sat down to discuss the seventh grade English curriculum.  The first thing that we discovered is that the English teachers at Queens Lake are not operating by the updated curriculum guide, but by an older form.   The assistant principal assigned us with the task of going over both guides and marking the differences.  As you can image, this will be a long and drawn-out task, so, for the purposes of this assignment, we went over the Standards of Learning for seventh grade English and then discussed the various ways that Ms. Buford attempts to meet these standards.  We have made it our goal to take on a bit of the curriculum guide each week to compare with the old one.  Thus far, we have noticed no major changes.


SOL’s 7.1-7.3 address the development and use of oral language.  In addition to the Daily Oral Language assignments students complete, Ms. Buford is currently working on developing her students into composed, grammatically-correct and persuasive speakers.  Instead of handing in their independent reading book reports, students are required to present them to the class, using only note-cards to remind them of main points.  When students ask and answer questions in class discussions, Ms. Buford asks them to stand and work on projecting their voices, as well as using appropriate word choice and intonation.  Furthermore, Ms. Buford has begun a practice in which she calls upon several different students to act as teachers in presenting new material to the class.  So far, this “teacher for a day” practice seems to be a great learning experience for students.  It forces them to assume a professional role in the classroom and focus on how to phrase questions, address their classmates formally, and avoid colloquial expressions.  This method hits all the major points of the Oral Language SOL’s, but it also provides a fun, exciting and meaningful learning experience for students.


SOL’s 7.4-7.7 address elements of reading comprehension, including vocabulary acquisition, understanding and analysis of different forms of literature (poetry, non-fiction, fiction, and drama), and knowledge of how to navigate through informational texts.  Ms. Buford and I are constantly trying to come up with new ways of teaching vocabulary, since rote memorization techniques are failing miserably.  I devised a “word detective” game which we will be using next week, and Ms. Buford makes use of a variety of vocabulary games like “popcorn,” Jeopardy, word bingo, and crossword puzzles.  With regard to understanding different types of texts, Ms. Buford just began a Q.A.R. mini unit this week which we are co-teaching.  It ties in directly with some of the reading assessments I have been conducting for the Content Reading class.  The class has begun reading the short story, Rikki Tikki Tavi, and will be reading a number of different short stories this quarter.  Ms. Buford interweaves a variety of poetry with the prose units so that kids aren’t bombarded with learning twelve different poetic forms at once.  


We are also working on helping students to develop better summary skills (they are very weak right now.)  We are using a number of graphic organizers, and Ms. Buford is walking students through how to annotate a text and take notes on key terms.  Advanced English is finishing up a unit on mystery stories by writing their own mysteries and demonstrating understanding the role of word choice, tone, character, setting, and plot in creating an effect mystery piece.


SOL’s 7.8-7.9 address student writing skills.  Starting next week, students will be starting interactive journals to which we teachers will be writing responses and questions.  And soon, we will be introducing students to sentence diagramming—a hotly contested subject among Language Arts teachers at Queens Lake.  Ms. Buford does not particularly care for sentence diagramming and regards it as one of the least effective ways of teaching grammar to students.  However, it is written into the curriculum guide that students are supposed to know how to diagram sentences, so we have little choice in teaching it.  Subject-verb agreement, verb-tense consistency, and pronoun-antecedent agreement are all weak areas for our students, so we have yet to tackle this area.  Ms. Buford says she likes to see where students are in these areas before she chooses her methods for teaching grammar.    I, myself, never had grammar lessons in school.  I learned grammar intuitively, so teaching it is going to be a challenge!


Ms. Buford makes an effort to teach an integrated curriculum.  It is very apparent that these students are not going to learn if concepts are taught in isolation.  Vocabulary, critical thinking skills, writing, grammar, and reading all are tied to together in her classroom.  From my conversations with Ms. Buford, I have learned about what a mammoth document the curriculum guide is and the difficulty of addressing every stand of it.  But our conversations have been great because they’ve given me some perspective on what is ahead in the school year and what I will need to focus on when I am student teaching.  I’ve gained a better sense of how Ms. Buford organizes instruction and what she bases her instruction upon.  I look forward to working more with her on creative ways to bring the curriculum alive for students.
