Back to the Basics
 

            Before the bell rang for third hour, I knew the English 10Basic class was different than the English 9 class I had observed just one hour earlier.  Students were crowded around Ms. Angela White’s desk, asking how her day was going, invading her personal space, and inquiring what the class period had in store for them.  Chatter kept itself at a dull roar until the tone sounded and Angela said, “Good day.”  That first day I witnessed a power struggle and almost saw a student sent to the office.  I also saw Christine’s face shine when Angela commended her for figuring out a difficult word while reading aloud.  The patchwork squares of uncontainable energy, attention-seeking, learning disabilities, a need to be in control, and disinterest in “jumping through the hoops” weave together to make up a classroom that has a different set of goals and occupies a different air space than a regular-tracked classroom at Jasmine Heights High School.  
 

 

Introduction
In the ten weeks I spent filling different roles in this classroom, I chose to explore what motivated these students.  I wondered what decisions had placed them in the Basic classroom in the first place—and how and why their curriculum differed from the instruction the other tenth graders received.  In a broader sense, how did the construct of school affect the learning that took place between student and teacher?  I chose the construct of school to include the nature of grades, previous reputations held, age expectations, and the content of learning.  I was drawn to these students because I saw a different type of learning occurring in this classroom, and I didn’t know if it was more or less authentic, more or less appropriate, and what the students had to say about the education they were receiving.  The material learned, levels of expectation, and classroom community were different in this classroom, and I wanted to know why.  

 

 

Design of Study
The data I collected for this project came from my practicum placement in Ms. Angela White’s classroom at Jasmine Heights High School.  Jasmine Heights sits in a small city of about 60,000 people where a state university brings a liberal attitude and many cultural opportunities.  The four main sources of my data were grading student written work, team teaching and helping with lessons, quiet observation in the classroom, and interviews with both Angela and a student in her class.  For written work, I saw assigned vocabulary sentences each week, study guides from reading, essay tests, short answer tests, and other small tasks that came along.   These assignments gave a good idea of the varying abilities the students had in reading comprehension and expression through writing.  I had the opportunity to team teach lessons about King Arthur’s legends, and in this experience I could see what specific students focused on and needed during direct instruction.  In class observation and note-taking, I saw what motivated students and with what elements they engaged, and behavioral patterns that emerged and how they were handled.  The interviews allowed me to ask direct questions from my observations of Angela’s classroom, more specifically, why she did the things she did.  My interview with student Will Richmond provided a student’s perspective to compare with my perceptions of the students’ attitudes toward their learning.

While I was careful to collect data in as authentic manner as possible, a major difficulty that surfaced was in the students’ participation with the project.  Because many of these students aren’t willing to work to their full capability on tasks they don’t see as valuable, I never really knew if the written work they turned in demonstrated their true ability.  Likewise, so many of the students received support from the success center, it was sometimes unclear how much of the work was their own.  Another weakness came from the attention-seeking nature of many of the students in the classroom.  When I had informal conversation with the students about the teaching of English, and even in my interview with Will, I wasn’t sure how true their answers were and how much of their response was just what they thought I would want to hear.  My interview with Angela was shifted toward the perspective of someone who knows well and cares about the students, and has also been teaching the class for several years.  My interview with Will was biased because I chose to interview him rather then choosing a random student in the class.  Will struck me as a student who perhaps didn’t belong in the Basic classroom academically, and I wanted to explore his perspective on the learning that was taking place.

Beyond specific difficulties in data collection, my study took place mainly in one classroom at one school.  These results certainly cannot testify to the characteristics of all low-ability tracked classrooms.  Also, because of my varying roles in the classroom, I did not serve as constant observer.  When I was working with one group of students, I did not see how other students were engaged with the material.  I also observed this class late in the year, when routine had already been established.  Angela told me that they had made leaps and bounds since first trimester as far as behavior and work ethic were concerned.  By the time I entered the environment, students knew full well what was expected of them and what consequences existed.

My Role as Researcher
My role as researcher comes from three previous contexts of knowledge:  my experience as a high school student, the time I spent as a volunteer in a study skills classroom at another high school, and the connections I made with these specific students before I decided they would be the object of my study.  As a student placed on the honors track in high school, I had preconceived notions of the students placed in my high school’s Basic classroom.  From the students I personally knew, I thought they were students with bad attitudes, whose main goal was to graduate from high school without desire for higher education.  Except for the few foreign exchange students who were placed in the class due to language barriers, I felt like the Basic students were receiving the same credit for much less work than I was doing.  The students in Basic in my high school didn’t participate in extra-curricular activities, they skipped pep rallies, and they played a quieter role in the makeup of our school community.

Between my perception as a high school student and entering Angela’s 10 Basic classroom, I had an experience that shifted my bias in the opposite direction.  When I volunteered in the study skills classroom one and a half years before this project took place, I learned about some of the outside difficulties that influenced the student considered at-risk.  Many times the students I worked with didn’t have homework to do, so I spent my hours with them talking about what was going on in their lives.  From this experience, I found that the students just wanted to be heard—and I developed a soft spot for students who weren’t traditionally succeeding in school.  This soft spot and my personal relationships with the students in Angela’s classroom played a role in the perception of what I saw.  Because I knew the students on a personal level before I began this project, I think I probably gave them the benefit of the doubt even during times I shouldn’t have.  To the students, I wasn’t an objective researcher.  I was more like a classroom aide who on their side, and their behavior demonstrated knowledge of this fact.  

Literature Consulted
            When I began research for the project, I wasn’t quite sure what my focus would be.  For this reason, the articles I consulted refer to an array of foci in teaching students who are considered low ability or haven’t succeeded in a traditional environment.  I read about the teaching of writing, reading, and motivation for students with similar characteristics as Angela’s 10 Basic class.  A common theme running throughout the articles I read was the need for proper scaffolding, and meeting students where they were to build on concepts that fostered authentic learning (Fisher, Frey, 2003; Juchartz, 2003; Weinstein, 2002).  The article that influenced my research most was “Lessons from Learners.” Lois Brown Easton (2003) interviewed students at Eagle Rock School, a residential high school for students who have not succeeded in a traditional environment.  Many of the students commented on the lack of authenticity of the learning that took place in their schools being the barrier to their success:  “The private and public education system taught me that school was a superficial game to be won” (65).  This reminded me of what I saw in Angela’s classroom; often I saw students asking “why are we doing this?” and not being satisfied with the answer they received.  While the articles offered interesting instructional theories, I often thought the complexity I saw in my classroom was over-simplified.  Rather than looking for solutions, my inquiry focused more on why my classroom was the way it was.

Findings
            The first thing I noticed about Angela’s classroom was the bright bulletin board on one wall of the classroom.  Among colorful SARK calendar pages that bear titles such as “How to be Really Alive!” and “Maybe…We are Building a New World,” there were printed quotes about using other people as sources of inspiration, owning up to mistakes, and pushing harder.  A page taped to the podium discussed how we are not afraid of failing, but afraid of succeeding beyond what we can imagine.  The first day I entered the room, I saw a disagreement between Angela and two students.  The problem came from disrespect; one boy had pushed another and when Angela asked him to apologize, he refused.  She told me after class that she doesn’t like to engage in power struggles, but the students knew that respect for her and the other students was a must.  If students were blaming others for their struggles or she for their boredom, Angela said, “Look within.”  Discipline issues were handled by addressing the choice being made, not the individual students:  “The choices you’re making today…I’m just not sure about them.  And I really want you to be here because you’re a beautiful person”.  When I asked Angela about classroom management, her response was “I’ve learned not to corner people…I try to let them know that there’s always a new day…being firm, fair, and consistent is key” (22 April, taped interview).  

            Firm, fair, and consistent—these truly are the values by which Angela directed her classroom.  My first week in the classroom I realized this.  If students were not in their seat when the bell rings, they were considered tardy.  The strictness of her tardy policy was encouraged by the Jasmine Heights administration, and Angela seemed to receive ample support from them as well.  Other than having heard Angela say she’s going to step down to the office for a few minutes, or the quick hello to one of the principals as I walked by in the morning, they seemed to be an invisible force of drive.  And Jasmine Heights High School was driven.  With a myriad of extra-curricular activities, and a demanding curriculum, balancing schedules provided students on the track to college with an excellent preparation.  Jasmine Heights was competitive.  In the afternoon, Angela taught two sections of 10 Honors, and I read some of the emails she received from parents about their child’s progress.  I saw the students come in with questions about their grades, and heard Angela speak about how uptight these students were about the point values of each assignment.  The ninth graders I saw already had this mentality.  Jasmine Heights had school pride—for their vocal music, athletics, debate, and many other activities; I saw many students voice concern for how the participants fared.  Advisory periods were spent discussing goal setting and future career paths.  The fact that many children of University faculty make up the 1700 students that attend Jasmine Heights certainly played a role in the high standards imposed on the students.  While Will told me that he felt like the school wanted him to be successful and that he liked his teachers, I couldn’t help but wonder if the competitive atmosphere between the students and the parents could have seemed intimidating to the students with lower ability, like the students in the 10 Basic class I observed.  Aside from a few of the male athletes, extra-curricular activities were rarely included in the chatter before the bell.  More common were discussions about family members coming home from war, meetings with probation officers, and the new car they were saving for.  While Jasmine Heights would be comfortably challenging to many of the high-ability students it serves, I fear that the basic students do not walk away with the same individualized education.

            American and British Literature prepare college-bound students for the rigor and writing intensity of university classes.  10 Basic does not count as high school English.  Angela told me in her interview that while ninth grade English teachers make recommendations as to where to place the students based on test scores and class performance, the decision ultimately needs to be up to the student and the parent, because it can affect opportunities later in life.  Knowing that 10 Basic should be essentially preparing students for a different place in the future than does regular 10 English, I questioned how well it was serving its purpose.  I questioned the authenticity of the material taught, I questioned how the expectations were set for the students, and I questioned why the classroom community was so different than in English 9.  While I reached some conclusions through the data collected, the time I spent in Angela’s classroom certainly sparked more questions.

            When I discuss authenticity of material, I must note that my time spent in the class was during the King Arthur legend unit and the first couple weeks of Shakespeare.  Therefore, I only received a couple pieces of the puzzle, and I wasn’t able to witness some of the other units Angela referred to in her interview: “We do an identity unit…what morals, what type of people they are” (22 April, taped interview), or the life-applicable writing she discussed: “If you had to write a memo, you could write a memo.  If you had to express yourself in an editorial, how would you express your ideas…they walk out with a working resume and a cover letter” (22 April, taped interview).  While Angela talked about writing that would serve them in the long run, the vocabulary words that were taught in the weeks I was there pertained to the King Arthur unit.  It was common to hear “These words are hard, Ms. White” or “Where do you come up with these words?”  Angela’s response was always directed toward how they would help in the reading, but when the students asked me when they were going to use these words again, I didn’t know how to give a straight answer.  On April 5, a particularly noteworthy dialogue took place in class:

                        Tara:  “Haven’t we had ‘joust’ before?

                        Chris:  “Yeah, like three times.”

                        Ms. W:  “Does anyone know what ‘scabbard’ means?

                        Laura:  “A hobo?”

                        Ms. W:  “No.”

                        Sean:  “Isn’t it something to do with the sword or something?”

                        Ms. W:  “Yeah, it’s a sheath to put the sword in.”

Although knowledge of these vocabulary words helped the students understand the short-term reading, it seemed more important to practice the words they constantly misspell in their sentences and essays.  “Joust” or “Scabbard” rarely finds itself in a cover letter or editorial.  

Another puzzling piece of the 10 Basic curriculum was the way information is transferred from teacher to student.  When background facts were needed, Ms. White stood at the overhead projector and dictated notes for the students to write down.  Sometimes these notes could later be used on tests, and sometimes not.  In any case, this practice seemed to contradict the critical thinking that was encouraged by the English department at Jasmine Heights.  In the article “Lessons from Learners,” one student denounced her experience in regular education when she “attended classes merely to attain a grade that meant that I showed up, swallowed information, and regurgitated it.  This is what I like to refer to as ‘educational bulimia’” (Easton 67).  This type of bulimia is what I saw in the note-taking that occurred in 10 Basic.  When I interviewed Will about what his least favorite activities in his English class were, his response was: “One thing I hate most is all the note taking…I don’t like copying something down word for word, because later it just won’t make sense to me” (22 April, taped interview).  I received a similar response from Angela in her interview when I asked what activities she thought the students didn’t connect with as well: “They don’t like to take notes, but they need to take notes” (22 April, taped interview).  I wish I had asked her to elaborate, but I didn’t.  So I thought about why they needed to take notes.  The students in this classroom asked for more guidance.  They constantly requested help in making connections or wanted me to read in-class writing after each new sentence to make sure it was okay.  Some students in this class weren’t necessarily comfortable with self-directed learning—and they did need the background information to make valuable connections within the reading.  Others, however, wanted to receive assignments that required more responsibility and time management.  Upon further consideration, I saw why the heterogeneous nature of the classroom made it difficult to give information in other ways.  

            

            The heterogeneous previous experiences of the students also made it difficult to set expectations that were high enough but didn’t set the students up for failure.  I saw much of the students’ written work as I graded the assignments that came in.  The first time Angela handed me a stack of vocabulary sentences, she told me I was going to be surprised.  Although I prepared myself for work below a tenth-grade level, my eyes still widened at some of the assignments that had been turned in.  The expectation for vocabulary sentences each week was that the students would attempt to use each of the fifteen words in a sentence, spelling the emphasized word correctly since they had copied it down the day before.  Part of the exercise was to ensure their care in copying down the correct spelling of the word.  Angela told me that sometimes the students didn’t know how to convert the word into the correct verb or noun form, or that they couldn’t hear the difference between using a verb and a noun.  Some of the examples I received follow:

                        My freinds winff could not barren a child.

                        My neck is in very ordeal because I can’t sleep right.

                        When you a dog, humans will be the one’s to docile a dog b/c they’ll listen to the

 owner.

 

Each of the students who wrote these examples received near full credit for their sentences.  Angela told me that it’s important for us to give as much credit as possible on vocabulary sentences, because for many of the students, completing their homework is an improvement in itself.  I struggled with giving so many points on these sentences, especially considering that many of these students have study halls in the resource room or in the success center—combined with the writing center available to all students, there are numerous sources of help for the students to ensure correct usage and to help them improve their writing.  How could we demonstrate to the students that writing is important if we continue to reward them for mediocre work?  I felt frustrated, because it seemed we were doing the students a disservice by conveying to them that this writing was acceptable.

            I addressed this concept in my interviews with Angela and Will, and they helped me realize why the encouragement is important.  When I asked Angela what her philosophy of teaching writing was in the classroom, she responded: “I think the main thing is that they are really afraid to put things in writing because they’ve been criticized for spelling and everything…I try to make writing something they feel good about” (22 April, taped interview).  Will referred to the previous criticism he had received numerous times in his interview.  When I asked him to tell me about his previous experiences in English classes, he told me: “I used to love to write.  And when I was in elementary school, I had a teacher who criticized my writing…she told me, ‘It’s not a good story’…” (22 April, taped interview).  He further showed his distaste in the critical nature he associated with the English classroom when I asked him how he would set up an English class if he had free rein:  “I’d put in a short story unit—where you write short stories, not just read them.  And I wouldn’t criticize people’s writing.  If they don’t know how to write a story—well, you’re a teacher.  That’s what you do” (22 April, taped interview).  The words of Angela and Will made me rethink how the vocabulary sentences should be graded.  When students are practicing, maybe it’s not so important that they get everything right as the fact that they are simply writing.  Should assessment be different?  I saw one essay test administered to the students, and it was graded just as loosely.  The essay dealt with how they had followed the code of chivalry for knights, and why they deserved to be knighted.  The test guidelines provided the students with a thesis, a way to preview the supporting arguments, topic sentences for the three paragraphs, and the necessary components of the conclusion.  Their task was to fill in the body paragraphs with specific personal examples from the last few weeks.  In the English 9 class I observed, essay tests included writing and supporting a creative thesis while pulling specific examples from the text that had been studied.  By providing the students with so much scaffolding, we set them up for success.  But in a testing situation, I struggled with the high scores I gave—if the students gave two examples of being honorable, merciful, and serving others, and followed the format given to them on the test, they received 35/35 points—despite spelling, grammar, and usage.  Many of the A+ scores I gave couldn’t have conveyed a cohesive message in a memo or an editorial.  While I understood the importance of acknowledging the efforts made, I worried that by giving such praise for the work we were showing that that kind of writing was acceptable in the “real world.”  It simply wasn’t.  The students had been tracked by the school system, and it seemed our responsibility to make sure that they weren’t “tracked” in life by the skills they demonstrated.  At the same, if we had been too harsh, their efforts on the next assignment could have been slim because of the promise of failure despite their work.  Setting of expectations in the basic classroom is a fine balance of pushing and praising, modeling and making hard decisions.  How can we encourage the students to work to their potential while acknowledging the courage it takes them to make an effort?

            

            Despite my struggle in evaluating these students academically, I was surprised to see how socially advanced some of the class members were.  Although sometimes behavior disorders or an immaturity to appear nonchalant masked the maturity of the students, many of their insights and social responses were wise beyond their years.  There was truly a classroom community created in Angela’s classroom.  While I must attribute some of this success to Angela’s philosophy of being firm, fair, and consistent, and the positive attitude she emits, I want to also acknowledge the role the students played.  The students bickered and tried to impress each other like just as in any other classroom of adolescents, but they also encouraged and laughed with each other.  Jessie, for example, loathed reading aloud—her ability level was reasonably low and it made her feel embarrassed.  Angela encouraged her to read but didn’t force it.  She allowed the students to choose the person who read after them, so it was up to the students to put Jessie in the spotlight or not.  Through the whole class period, not one person called on Jessie to read.  A few weeks later, however, she volunteered to read a role in A Midsummer Night’s Dream.  Though she struggled with some of the words and needed help from other people, many of the students congratulated her after class for her courage.  This type of intuitive caring for others did not occur in my English 9classroom.  Another specific example of this is the students holding each other accountable.  They did just as good of job as enforcing the rules as Ms. White.  They also stood up for each other.  One specific day, the class had divided into two groups to present different chapters of T.H. White’s versions of King Arthur’s legends.  The presentations had finished and Tara and Laura were standing in the front of the room to conclude the segment of “The Visit to the Geese.”  The following conversation ensued:

            Ms. W:  “Are there any questions from the ants group to the geese group?”

            Laura (presenter from geese group who didn’t want to answer questions):  “No.”

            Tara:  “It’s okay if you do.  You don’t have to listen to her.”

Laura was a strong presence in the room, and Tara knew that her statement would influence some students’ comfort in asking questions.  I saw her response as an attempt to remind the rest of the class that Laura was not in control.  

            Besides taking care of each other, many of the students in 10 Basic seemed to have wisdom beyond their years.  Their conversations were different as they trickled through the room; they often perceived personality traits of characters in an insightful way or placed priorities in more appropriate places than did the average ninth grade student.  The freshmen seemed apathetic in many ways and more concerned about points than learning.  It was difficult for the ninth graders to volunteer to say anything.  In contrast, one day Sean came in late to class and we had already chosen parts for reading the play.  He quietly took his seat, but after listening for awhile, raised his hand and said, “Excuse me, is there a part I can read?  I would like to read.”  I couldn’t help but smile at his enthusiasm.  

            Angela discussed the discomfort she sometimes felt when she made a mistake in front of her honors students, because they enjoyed seeing her weakness.  The basic students, however, laughed with Angela.  If she spelled a word wrong, she congratulated them for catching it.  I felt like the basic students were more comfortable with her mistakes because it made her more human, and their priorities seemed to be more people-oriented than school-oriented.  While I believe it’s important for students to value their education, the basic students seemed to have a better grasp on the importance of high school in the grand scheme; they had an ability to put high school on the same importance level where I now have it and not where I had it in high school.  In terms of human need, perhaps education wasn’t as important to some of these students.  In my interview with Angela, she noted that it’s important to know “when to cut them some slack…some of their home lives are really bad…which makes you sick” (22 April, taped interview).  In Will’s interview, I found that he not only took responsibility for his laziness in the year before, but also was able to put it in perspective: “Last year, I wasn’t trying hard at all…I was like, man, I need to get my GPA up.  The only way I thought I could was to pop down to an English 10 Basic.  And now they keep popping me through basic…and I was like, whatever.  It’s high school” (22 April, taped interview).  While Will’s decision to be placed in a basic classroom will later influence his opportunities, his interests lie in auto mechanics.  He will probably end up in vocational school, so his English class in the long run probably won’t hinder his true goals.  And his ability to not judge his personal worth based on the English class he was in showed me great maturity.

            Wherever the students’ intuition came from, it made me think about how all classrooms could benefit from this kind of attitude.  If a few students in the English 9 class were willing to offer each other genuine help, or go out on a limb and be the first to volunteer, I predict that a snowball might form.  A last favorite moment from class occurred during a conversation about metaphor:

                        Ms. W.:  “’My love is a rose.’  Will, what do you think that metaphor means?”

                        Will:  “Red.”

                        Ms. W.:  “Yeah, beautiful…”

                        Melanie:  “Or you could look at is as, beautiful on the outside, thorny on the inside.”

Melanie’s insight to the metaphor wasn’t something completely new or earth-shattering, but her courage and the support she felt from her peers to be able to guess was something worth noting.  If we had students with the interpersonal skills to influence all classrooms this way, how much more cohesive could the regular ability classrooms be?  Seeing the students’ maturity made me further question the benefits of filtering them into one classroom.  

 

            I don’t think it’s fair for me to make a judgment about whether or not the learning that takes place is authentic, if the expectations are high, and if the students should be moved to a regular classroom.  Through this study, however, I have learned that we can’t get too comfortable in any position, and especially when the students have been labeled as low ability.  These students knocked my socks off when I thought the task at hand was out of reach, and they asked for help on assignments I thought would be a breeze.  They also made it very hard to leave my last day.

 

Final Thoughts
            While I never thought teaching would be an easy job, this experience in educational criticism has taught me that there will be more complications, decisions, struggles—and rewards than I imagined.  The data collection that this project required showed the various perspectives and opinions that exist on one unit in one classroom.  Student work sometimes showed me that they didn’t care about the material at hand, while their energy in class contradicted the apathy that came across in writing.  A situation observed in the classroom showed that the students weren’t being pushed to their highest potential, while an interview with Angela clarified the special praise that the students required.  I learned from my inquiry project that I would someday like to teach in a basic classroom.  I learned a few strategies I would try to implement, and have ideas that would help authenticate the learning that takes place.  More importantly, however, theories or ideas may not play out “just right” with real students, and I will need to make some difficult decisions for the good of the class that may not seem appropriate for all students.  

            The most valuable part of this project occurred in the various roles I played in the classroom.  The accepting nature of the basic students meant that I was unquestionably a source of knowledge.  They asked me the same questions they would ask Ms. White.  While I saw the strong presence Angela projected to her students during class time, between classes she shared with me her personal struggles, thought processes, small victories, and the joy that brings her to her classroom every day.  I learned that it’s okay to not have all the answers, and maybe it’s better if you don’t.  The important thing is directing the search for the answers toward the well-being of the students.  In the first two weeks of my practicum placement, I cried a lot—because I realized for the first time that not all of my students would engage with and love my classroom.  In the last two, I saw small baby steps every day.  I learned that my classroom needs to have structure, laughter, and a feeling of safety—and the way I treat my students will determine how they contribute to those goals. This project has also taught me that I can’t change everything about the construct of school.  Students’ previous experiences, curriculum mandates, views about what is important—these will affect my classroom.  Observing and talking with Angela showed me that I can work within constraints I cannot control and still be effective in helping my students grow as learners and as people.  I want to be firm, fair, and consistent; I want to never stop listening to the voices of my students.  I will have bad days, but I will cling to the baby steps.

            I learned that it will be worth it.
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