James Painchaud

Instructor: Robert Tucker

Class 2: IT Practicum
 Assignment: “Classroom Observation”
Due Date: 12/05/2010

For this assignment we were requested to arrange to observe one or more classes being conducted by one of our peers. After conversing with my practicum supervisor I decided to observe two classes at the Baird Middle School in Ludlow.  I wanted to observe two teachers teaching in two different curriculum areas in order to see how similar and/or different their teaching techniques would be. One of the teachers I observed was a seventh grade Science teacher, and the other, a seventh grade English teacher. I found that many of the teachers’ routines and procedures were similar, and their interaction with their students during instruction was similar as well. I will be reflecting on my observation of the first classroom I visited.  I didn’t find any significant differences in their teaching styles which might be a result of the younger and middle-aged teacher teaching in the same district their whole careers.
My first observation took place on Monday October 18, 2010 at 10:27 A.M. The teacher is a young woman in her late twenties who teaches science to Grade 7. The class period lasted for forty-three minutes. I arrived to the class prior to the bell signifying the start of class, and since I had taught all of these students last year in their sixth grade computer science class they were excited to see me, and of course were curious as to why I was there.  I simply stated that I was visiting and that they should focus their attention on their teacher and today’s instruction.  While the students were engaging themselves in what we call at Baird the class ‘Activator’ I took the five minutes they were given to write in their science lab notebooks, in response to the posted Activator question, to observe the classroom setup, materials, and anything else significant in the setup and atmosphere of the science classroom.
The classroom is made up of twelve lab tables (3 across and 4 deep) with built-in sinks with faucets. There are two students sitting at each of the lab tables.  In this class there were 24 students altogether which is about five students more than we had in our classes last year. The walls of the classroom held posters representing topics focused on the life sciences.  The cabinets on the walls were lined with lab equipment. Teacher and student made posters were posted on the cabinets stating clearly the rules for using the science apparatus. A fish tank resided in one back corner of the room. Deadline dates were written on the white board in the front of the room stating project and homework due dates.
The teacher I observed is one of a few in the middle school with a SmartBoard, and she was using the SmartBoard to display the days Activator topic which posed the question “Describe Student behavior on Substitute Days, what should happen? And what does happen?” The teacher circulated the room encouraging students to add more to their notebooks, if needed, and provided the students with comments in regard to the work they had already done. Many of her behaviors and interaction with the students reflected those qualities of an Effective Teacher which we just completed studying in our last MESPA class. Once the five minute activator was complete the teacher discussed their responses for the next 10 minutes of the class. Students interacted appropriately by raising their hands to respond, and interacting with each other in short and soft spoken conversation.  The teacher did commend this class for their behavior when the students had a substitute teacher the previous Friday.
The class lesson itself was based on teaching the students the characteristics of living things and tools used for remembering facts.  The students were shown the characteristics of living things on the SmartBoard which looked like this:




R – Reproduce




G – Grow and Develop




S – Sense and respond to changes/stimuli





D – DNA





C – Cells





E - Energy

The students copied the information off of the SmartBoard into their notebooks which took a few of the students a significant amount of time causing the classroom to get a little noisy with student conversations.  After about 10 minutes the teacher got their attention back and began discussing mnemonics and how they can be used to remember information such as the information listed above.  With 5 minutes left to class the students were told they could begin their homework which was to come up with a mnemonic using the bold face letters shown above.  The teacher circulated the room praising good work and getting students struggling with the assignment to think and to become more engaged.  Some students began to pack up their notebooks getting ready for their next class and some had to be asked to sit down.  The last minute of the class got to be a little noisy, the end of class bell rang, and the students went off to their next class.  I told the teacher I enjoyed the class, the SmartBoard being used for instruction was discussed, and I thanked her and left so that I could complete my notes from the observation.

I observed a couple of teaching techniques from this teacher including the following. The first technique I observed the teacher utilizing was giving the students an initial activity upon entering the classroom. The Ludlow school district calls this type of initial activity “activators”.  The school encourages us to use activators every day, but this technique hadn’t been a strong part of my lesson plan in the past, and I didn’t feel the need to implement this practice into my own classroom.  When I observed this teacher using an activator I saw how useful it could be in getting the students engaged immediately upon arriving to class. I have learned since my observation how an activator can be used in many ways, can be a few minutes in length, or a large part of your overall lesson plan for the class. I began using activators in my classroom as a direct result of my observation and have found it to be very useful as a part of establishing daily procedures and routines for the students.  As we saw in our studies of essential elements of an effective teacher the technique of establishing well defined routines and procedures is essential in setting the proper classroom behavioral expectations in your classroom.

Another technique that I observed during this teacher’s lesson plan was her conscious effort to actively move around the classroom with the intention of keeping her students engaged and productive with their work. The teacher, as she moved around the classroom, provided the students with prompts of encouragement when the students began to lose focus on their current tasks, or got to a point where they didn’t know how to move forward.  This is a technique I have always practiced in my own classroom and continue to do so today. Some teaching techniques like moving around the room and continuously interacting with the students are more important in some teaching roles like that of a computer teacher.  For instance, I work in a classroom where our young people are on the computers and internet continuously thus facilitating my need to interact with the students at all times. I have found that this practice does much to keep students engaged, focused, and well behaved in the classroom.

The last technique I observed that I would like to mention was the use of the Smartboard
(technology) for providing the students a visual for keeping up with their note taking during a lesson. In this way her students were able to hear and visualize the essential information she was trying to get them to understand. I found this to be a useful practice in some respects and have used the technique myself, but also found it to be less effective in cases where you have some students who are able to take notes quickly while others may require more time in recording the giving information. For the teacher I observed during this lesson the practice of waiting for students to copy notes off of the Smartboard resulted with lapses of student engagement within the normal flow of the lesson plan resulting in the progress of some of her students to be hindered. Students who took down notes quickly ended up waiting for slower students to finish resulting in these students becoming bored and less focused, and sometimes disruptive to other students in the class. 

I usually provide my students with the information they need to understand and record through hardcopy handouts, or I post the essential information on the class’ online web page. As a result, the students not being able to keep up with note taking during a class and lecture have an opportunity to go back either during class down time, or from home, in order to update their notebooks with the proper information in a timely manner. 

The technique of providing ‘essential information’ in an ongoing manner through web postings and hardcopy is also found to be useful in the case where a student’s IEP specifically states that a student be given the classroom notes in a variety of formats including providing the notes in a hardcopy and easy to read format.
Visiting and observing other teachers is something I have done often especially when I first began teaching and I continue to do today whenever I get a chance.  I enjoy watching another teacher conducting their lesson and often learn both positive behaviors for the classroom as well as what could be considered negative or ineffective behaviors.  Observations are definitely a worthwhile practice and I plan on visiting other classrooms, as well as inviting others to come to my classroom, as long as I am a teacher.
This concludes my observation of a fellow teacher at Baird Middle School.

Jim,

I think you have accurately recorded your observations of this Science class. It included a description of the teaching environment, the teaching strategies employed, as well as student behaviors and the teacher’s reactions to them. You ended with an assessment of three techniques you observed from this observation and how you might include some of these techniques into your professional practice. Well done!

Grade A
