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FOREWARD

I observed Ms. Jennifer Knauss’s second grade class at the Montgomery School in Chester Springs, PA on October 26, 2001. Ms. Knauss holds a B.S. in Elementary Education (Early Childhood concentration) from Kutztown University and an M.Ed. in Reading from Lehigh University.  The Montgomery School is a private day school with a current enrollment of approximately 350 students grom pre-school through eighth grade. The school moved in 1986 to its present location on a converted country estate from its original home in Wynnewood, PA, where it was founded in 1915.  Ms. Knauss’s class is comprised of sixteen students of a primarily upper-middle-class socio-economic status (SES).

I.
STUDYING TEACHING/TEACHING IN CONTEXT


I spoke to Ms. Knauss (henceforth Ms. K) at length about her personal philosophies regarding teaching. She was very open and honest about her feelings about the craft of teaching and how it has evolved over the years since graduating from college. She kept her philosophies specific to her role as a teacher at this particular school. One of her primary goals as a teacher is to be a positive role model for her students. She said that I would be surprised to know that many of the parents of her students aren’t the best role models, despite their higher SES. I told her about the term in our textbook – affluenza, and she agreed that this something she observes quite often. Many parents sending children to private schools feel that since they are paying at minimum $10K or more per year in tuition, they should be exempt from the responsibility of sharing in the role of educating their children. Most of them have busy professional careers that keep them away from home well into the evening hours. Hence, many of her students have very poor manners, social and behavioral skills. Ms. K placed herself in the role of having to fill in those developmental gaps, becoming in essence a surrogate parent to many of her children. She believes that second grade is one the most important grades to teach, because many of the groundwork skills taught here significantly impacts all learning that is to follow in the upper grades. 

Her second most important role as a teacher in this school is to ensure that the educational standards set for second grade are integrated into the curriculum. As this is a private school, the educational standards are decided upon by the administration of the school. She works with her lower school headmistress in choosing textbooks and other curriculum materials. She is free to repeat successful lesson plans from previous years. Her philosophy here is that “if it isn’t broken, don’t fix it.” Also, with a school that is tuition-driven, and abundance of money is not available to invest in new materials every year. Working with limited funding is a major factor in determining what lesson plans will be continued into the subsequent school year.  However, she always is aware of possible curriculum modifications to adapt to the “class profile.” Each year this
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profile changes, as the number of remedial students assigned to her class fluctuates. This is an important factor as to how she teaches language arts and math. 

Ms. K was inspired to be a teacher at a very young age. She cites a much beloved kindergarten teacher as her favorite professional role model. This teacher had a wonderful and positive rapport with students that Ms. K strived to duplicate with her own students. Most of all, Ms. K believes that a love for children has to be at core of one’s motivation to be a good teacher. She despises those that choose the profession for the prospects of the lengthy vacations or other benefit perks. She admits that some of the idealism she had at the beginning of her career has diminished somewhat as her forced involvement in school politics has made her more cynical about the process of operating a school. She wishes that those aspects wouldn’t be part of her job because it drains her of energy and time that could be devoted to personal growth, lesson planning, and her students.

Ms. K chuckled at the suggestion that she considered herself an “expert teacher.” I believe her reaction was based on the traditional definition of “expert.” When I shared with her the definition supplied by the textbook used in EDP 250 at West Chester University, she chuckled again, doubting that her methods were anything but “scientific.” Whatever expertise she brings to her profession is based on her years of experience (14), her undergraduate education, and innate ability to know what is best for her students. She admits that she is not the most scholarly of teachers and regretfully finds too little time to read professional journals, given her family and household responsibilities. She has learned a lesson from observing parents who put their professional lives ahead of their family commitments. Professional growth is developed via workshops, seminars, and in-service activities required to maintaining her certification.

My conclusion about the teaching profession, based on Ms. K’s input, is that your university training prepares you for the ideal situation that most likely will change when you go out into the “real world.” Based on that realization, one must adapt to the changes and use the learned academic ideal as a guide, and not an absolute, when dealing with unique educational challenges.

II.
HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

I observed a variety of roles played by students in Ms. K’s class. According to Ms. K, this year’s class has no apparent scapegoat, unlike other years. Other roles were evident in my observations. The class leaders were those that were more quiet and attentive to Ms. K’s behavioral expectations. This was evident when Ms. K would stop to work with someone individually. The class leaders would diligently continue with their 
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work without interruption. They wouldn’t take advantage of the opportunity to act out negatively when Ms. K’s attention would be occupied elsewhere. This group would include Rose, Caleb, Daniel, and Katie. I observed Rose admonishing Jack, one of the class clowns; while Ms. K went to the classroom next door to get the overhead projector. Besides Jack, Alberto and Mary are the other class clowns. Jack is a very bright student with a high verbal ability; yet, he is very immature compared to the rest of the class, due to his age (he just turned seven on the second day of school). His clowning is limited to minor annoyances rather than blatant acting out behavior. I observed him fiddling with the controls of the overhead projector while Ms. K was using it as a part of the math lesson. For that transgression, Jack was ordered to take a “color change.” More description on Ms. K’s color change system will be found in Part III of this paper.

Alberto, one of the few minority students in the school, is also a bright and verbal child like Jack and very much a class clown. However, his clownish behavior, based on what I observed, is more quiet and covert. He seemed to delight in entertaining Chris, the boy sitting opposite him in his seating cluster, with mild but distracting antics like balancing his ruler on one finger and facial “mugging.” Chris would reciprocate with mild antics of his own. When I discussed this with Ms. K she said that Chris was more of the “monkey see, monkey do”-type and not a true clown in same vein as Alberto and Jack. Chris’s behavior has improved since he was reassigned to a different cluster of desks.

Mary is a student whom Ms. K believes exhibits clownish behavior that is perhaps a manifestation of possible ADD-type problems. Ms. K related that she should be a candidate for testing, as her attention drifts in and out during lessons. I observed this tendency during reading group, as she at times focuses intently on Ms. K and in the next moment, would be literally staring into space. She also is given to spontaneous disruptive behavior that provokes laughter in her classmates. I observed Mary incurring a color change for calling out answers during the language arts lesson.

One clique of girls exists in Ms. K’s class; however, it isn’t a snobby clique. Rose, Ashley, and Mary comprise a core group of girls Ms. K has dubbed “the Equestrians.” At recess, these girls play a game that imitates what would be seen at an event like the Devon Horse Show. Small benches are set up and the girls vault over them as if they were riding prized steeds. Anyone is invited to join in their game. I did not note any attempt on their part to discourage anyone not in the clique from participating. 

Following Piaget’s theory of cognitive development, these students are on the cusp of the concrete operational stage as they are all just turning seven years of age. I discussed with Ms. K how she matches instruction to this stage of development. She uses a CD-ROM game called Building Perspectives that tests their decentering skills. Many of her lesson plans incorporate strategies to increase the student’s logical problem solving 
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skills, which is a key development factor during this stage. She noted that some of her students seemed like delayed pre-operational thinkers, especially in their tendency toward egocentrism. Egocentrism is also a hallmark of Kohlberg’s pre-conventional level. The students at this age clearly do not yet understand the conventions and rules of society.  I noticed several boys during recess go off into the corner of the playground area and sulk because the results of their game didn’t go their way. One approached Ms. K and complained that another boy named Sam didn’t play fair during the game. He was on the verge of tears when he related his dismay to Ms. K. She reassured him and said that she would speak to Sam about remembering to play fair. This seemed to calm him down a bit. To him, the most important thing in the world at that moment was the fact that Sam wasn’t playing fair and that Ms. K should punished him for it. This seems to be the inherent challenge of this age group, dealing with this level of moral reasoning. It can be maddening for some, but I conclude that a measure of patience is necessary for a teacher to guide their students through this challenging stage.

III.
LEARNING THEORIES

At this point, it would be important to describe Ms. K’s “color change” system as an effective means for each student to monitor his or her own daily positive and negative behavior. Ms. K constantly reminded her students “each of you is in control of your own behavior.” A chart was placed on the wall with pockets of laminated colored index cards assigned to each student. Each student begins each day with the green index card labeled “Proud of You” (consistent, positive behavior). The first offense requires the student to change the green card to the yellow card labeled “Stop and Think.” The second offense again requires the student to change to the blue card labeled “10 Minutes off Recess.” On the third offense the student changes to the orange card labeled “20 Minute Task.” Finally, the red card labeled “Call Home to Parents” marks the fourth offense. At the end of each day, the color change tally reverts back to green (positive behavior) for all students, regardless of what transgressed that day. During my visit, I observed one student (Mary) receive two color changes. Ms. K related later that Mary is one of a few that consistently received color changes on a daily basis. She recently received an orange color change and Ms. K kept her in for recess to discuss her problematic behavior. Ms. K feels bad for Mary in that the child’s behavior could be tied to organic factors that she cannot control. She and the lower school headmistress are pushing the school psychologist to have Mary tested as soon as possible for ADD.

Ms. K is quiet and firm when she asks her students to be quiet during instruction. She will count “1 … 2 … 3 … 4 …,” and so on until the students settle down. She will always address negative behavior in the form of a question, such as the time when Alberto was preoccupied with a small plastic figurine on his desk during the “Student of the Week” presentation: “Alberto, is this what we’re supposed to have on our desk right now?” Or this question was heard during reading group as she tried to calm down a table 
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of six students: “I’m losing my patience now, can you tell?” Again, her tone was always firm and moderate. I only heard her raise her voice one time, and that was just prior to the morning recess break as the students were putting away their books and anticipating the fun and the morning snack they were about to have. Morning recess was the time when they received a snack of pretzel sticks and a carton of juice. I also observed that Ms. K liked to place her hand on the head of a child that was talking out of turn. The placing of the hand on the head had an immediate effect on the disposition of the child. I observed her employ this same method twice throughout the day and the same result occurred each time. It’s evident that this class respected Ms. K as an authority figure.

I asked Ms. K if she considered herself more of a cognitivist, a behaviorist, or a neo-behaviorist. She racked her brain to remember her undergraduate educational psychology class notes on the subject, and with a little refresher from me, felt that she employed aspects of all three theories. We agreed that when we learn different theories in the classroom, we internalize them into our subconscious and long tern memory and they are subsequently recalled when the moment requires them. She cannot ever remember making a conscious decision to employ specifically a behaviorist tactic at any given instance. However, she instinctively employed a classic stimulus-response action when she placed the hand on the unruly child’s head. After 14 years of teaching, such learning theories have become instinctual and reflexive.  She might not be able to explain what she does by textbook definition, but she certainly understands why it needs to be done and the resulting effect of the action. Her methods seemed to work rather well, as I found her class to be generally well behaved and orderly throughout my visit. 

IV.
EFFECTIVE TEACHING


Four days a week, Ms. K conducts a bulk of her language arts curriculum by meeting with reading groups. The groups were configured according to reading abilities. Since Ms. K is a certified reading specialist (and one of only two on the faculty), she took most of the low to middle readers in the second grade. The high readers joined a reading group with their counterparts in the other second grade class. When Ms. K is instructing her reading groups, usually comprised of about five to seven students, the other students are working on language arts seatwork. The reading groups met at a U shaped table at one end of the room. Ms. K sat opposite the apex of the U and was able to view the entire classroom while teaching her group. Reading group instruction employed two methods: a) roundtable reading/discussion, and b) direct reading-thinking activity (DRTA). The first method was used at the beginning of the school year to allow the students in the group to become more familiar with each other. Ms K carefully selected books appropriate to the group’s reading level. Students took turns and read passages out loud to the other members of the group. Ms. K would then ask the students questions based on their comprehension and vocabulary skills. The students raised their hands as soon as they knew the answer and were called upon at random. I noticed that a few students in 
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one group were reluctant to participate in the discussions, especially Mary, who alternately looked attentive and spacey at any given moment. Ms. K would gently remind her to pay attention to the group. A diagnosed ADD student, William, fidgeted and blinked incessantly, yet was able to contribute to the group with clear articulate answers, despite his personal histrionics. A few drawbacks of this method include the tendency for some students to weakly participate and let others do all the answering. Another is the reluctance of some students to want to read out loud, for whatever reason—shyness, low sense of efficacy, self-esteem, etc. Ms. K noted a positive correlation between time spent using this method (sometimes for the first two months of school) and the students’ self-confidence and oral reading ability. 

The DRTA method used by Ms. K with another reading group directed the students to read passages silently and independently. After each member of the group finished the assigned passage, Ms. K asked them comprehension and vocabulary questions. Each student would again independently think of or find the answer in the book. After waiting for all to finish, only then would Ms. K ask for the answers to the questions. The activity taught the students to read for meaning, think independently, and increases fluency and expression.

For about an hour, Ms. K met with three reading groups of different grade equivalencies. I noted that the greatest challenge in this hour of concentrated instruction was not so much about the subject at hand, but rather about conducting classroom management. Though out the entire time, students not in reading group would approach Ms. K with their questions regarding their seatwork. There were also moments where she had to address disciplinary lapses of students not in reading group. Ms. K permits students finished with seatwork the opportunity to work on self-contained educational stations, such as CD-ROM games, a listening center with cassette tapes, and a reading tent.  Three boys turned one station into an impromptu social gathering. Initially, their activities escaped Ms. K’s attention until the noise they were creating did.  Two of the boys were asked to make color changes. Ms. K agreed with me that this type of diversion distracted from the effectiveness of reading group instruction. Ms. K adheres to the one hour time frame for reading groups and simply tables any unfinished business until the next meeting time. I heard her say this to one group: “We are going to have to do better on Monday, we didn’t get as much done today as I would have liked to.” I have to credit Ms. K with her willingness to express what she expects from her students at any given time. Her students are always aware of her expectation of them. I observed that all directions given by Ms. K were expressed in clear and positive language.

In this section on Effective Teaching, I’d like to share an observation about the curriculum of the Montgomery School that I believe is quite unique. It is perhaps not unique to private schools, but certainly to my own experience. How students conduct themselves in the dining hall and the food choices they make at lunchtime are part of the curriculum. Ms. K makes notations on every student’s report card about their mealtime 
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habits. I was invited to join her class for lunch and I observed that students were assigned to tables of six each with a teacher at the head end. Students were assigned as servers and to bus tables. A prayer was offered at the beginning of the meal. If the dining hall became too noisy during mealtime, the dining hall proctor (usually a faculty member) would ring a bell and ask that the volume be lowered. At the end of the meal, after all the tables were cleared and tidied by the students, the dining hall proctor would award the table that was the most quiet, cooperative, and efficient in its clean-up responsibilities. Ms. K told me afterward during recess that the Montgomery School borrows heavily on the traditions of British private schools, hence the rigid structure of mealtime procedure and the adherence to a strict uniform code.

What makes an effective teacher? It is a combination of factors. Primarily, effectiveness descends from a commitment to the needs of the students. They are the reason a teacher exists. Secondly, expert pedagogy is a must. The craft of teaching cannot be undervalued. My feeling is that there are too many ill-prepared teachers in schools today, for whatever reason. Some of them barely have mastered skills they expect their students to acquire. I know this for a fact from my own experience of teaching computer technology to education students at Neumann College between 1996 and 2000. I found it to be a troublesome observance. I read memos sent home from the headmistress of my daughter’s pre-school that are fraught with spelling and grammatical errors. I observe some of my classmates at West Chester and wonder how one some of them are going to be effective teachers someday. They may eventually mature and rise to the challenge, perhaps after a few years of added experience and polish in a private school where the hiring qualifications are generally less stringent (many of them do not require certification) than in public schools (except for some of the more desperate urban districts). Lastly, I must mention the importance of presenting one’s self as a positive and reliable role model. This is the main reason why I want to teach at the elementary level. This is the age where children need the most guidance. Unfortunately, too many children at this level do not have positive and reliable role models, regardless of SES. The teacher represents for many of these children the one and only solid anchor in their lives. Ms. K certainly accepts this view as well. She said that too many of her students do and say whatever they want at home. Unfortunately, it’s not only because the parents aren’t at home in the evening. Some parents actually encourage their child’s freewheeling behavior as a means not to “damage their psyches and cramp their individuality.”  I’ve actually overheard a parent say this about their children! Whatever we feel about the skills (or lack thereof) of the parents of our students, we must engage them fully in the development of their child … emotionally, physically, academically, and spiritually (the Montgomery Schools still permits the use of the term “God” in prayers and benedictions, an aspect I find most refreshing in this day and age).
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V.
INDIVIDUAL VARIATIONS

I observed that more boys than girls in Ms. K’s class received reprimands for their negative behavior (6 to 1). This is to be expected, according to Ms. K. In every class she’s ever taught, boys in general received more reprimands. The only girl in her class that received consistent reprimands over time was Mary, whom Ms. K suspected might have ADD. As far as who received the most individual help from Ms. K, it was evenly split along gender lines (14 times w/ girls, 16 times w/ boys). I observed that the students identified by Ms. K as the higher achievers were more aggressive in asking more assistance with seatwork. I observed the same three or four students raising their hand consistently for help throughout the math and language arts lessons. Emma, the student diagnosed with Asberger’s Syndrome, which a form of autism, asked the most questions of all the students during my visit (7). Jack led the class in the number of random comments that weren’t really relevant to the lesson or activity at hand (3). When the class was practicing their counting in the tens place during math by using hypothetical sandwiches as a visual, Jack raised his hand and shared with the class that “he didn’t like turkey sandwiches,” but “liked peanut butter and jelly instead.” They were “his favorite.” He made two other random remarks like this during language arts and the Student of the Week presentation. During Caleb’s Student of the Week presentation, he raised his hand and urgently told the class that his dad had the same kind of truck as Caleb’s dad, but it was a different color and went “real fast.” Ms K would good-naturedly acknowledge Jack’s comments and move on quickly, careful not to dwell on them too long.  There were a several students that I did not observe raising their hand or requesting help from Ms. K other than to answer a question.  Ms. K strived to treat every student the same, regardless of gender. She avoided appearing to play favorites. Since the SES and racial profile of the class is strikingly homogenous, I could only accurately observe gender specific behavioral trends. She told me later that this class has far fewer remedial students than ever before. There were past classes with students with IQ’s less than 100. Working with students with special needs naturally required more attention. She often wondered if the extra time devoted to those students came at the expense of her other students that also required attention. 
As was noted earlier in this paper, the SES of the students in the Ms. K’s second grade class was primarily upper middle class. Alberto, the only minority student, was adopted by American-born parents when he was very young, according to Ms. K. All the rest of the students are Caucasian. This has been a problematic issue for the Montgomery School, according to Ms. K, as they are making every effort to broaden the diversity profile of the school by recruiting more minorities. However, the dilemma lies in the fact that majority of the minority applicants did not meet the prescribed academic standards of the school. Ms K is on the admissions review committee and she said that this is a frequent topic of discussion during meetings. Does the school compromise the academic reputation to satisfy current multicultural trends or does it adhere steadfastly to its standards, regardless of who applies? My opinion is that further study of the minority 
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applicant’s complete background is warranted.  Does the applicant possess the potential for doing the work at the level the school requires? Is the applicant’s possibly weaker academic record based on factors that are beyond their control? Are they the product of an under-funded and/or ill-equipped school or school district?  Were the teachers at his or her school effective teachers? Should the Montgomery School devise its own admission test or modify standards for special cases regarding minority applicants coming from disadvantaged backgrounds? I think these are important questions to ask, especially by a school that traditionally catered to one particular SES group. According to Ms. K, it has been commented upon by prospective applicants of non-minority status about the lack of cultural diversity at the Montgomery School. It will be interesting to note in the future how much progress they have made in this area.
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