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Spring Field Experiences
“Education is for improving the lives of others and for leaving your community and world better than you found it.” While I agree with American lawyer and social activist M. W. Edelman, I do feel the need to add that, in my opinion, the improvement needs to begin with the individuals themselves. As an individual – wife, mother, educator, volunteer, and friend – I have always found some part of me that needed improvement, and have done my best to make the change. I wasn’t always so motivated. As a child (and I wasn’t a truly ‘wild’ one), I know I had more than my share of annoying and self-defeating habits. I was fortunate enough, however, to have many amazing teachers and other adults in my life. Through their perseverance and patience, they succeeded in guiding me in the right direction.

The teachers whom I observed during my field experiences fall in the same amazing category. Their dedication to the children they guide, to the profession they represent, and to their perseverance in continuously striving for improvement in themselves, has made a huge impression on me. As I saw them in action, I noticed that, though their years of experience as teachers varied from the newbies to the almost retirees, their enthusiasm remained continuous and unwavering. They had different teaching styles, different personalities, different ideas of organization and discipline, different methods to the same objective, and yet, they all, somehow, achieved the same end result – engaged students who were eager to learn…all this while fulfilling their own passion, and abiding by Texas Education Agency’s guidelines for best practices in Texas classrooms.

Having been trained in India, and having taught for four years there (this would have been my 25th year if I had not taken a break to get married, start a family, and enjoy my children’s formative years!), I realized that I would need to unlearn some of my teaching techniques. I can think of no better examples to model my changes on than the teachers I observed. They exhibited so many qualities and strategies, and I hope to emulate these ladies in my first and subsequent years of teaching.

The first of many would have to be the manner in which they were able to keep students engaged through the lessons. This was constant across the board! On the few occasions that the children’s attention wandered, or they deviated from the assigned task, almost every teacher gave the child time to self-correct their behavior. I think I would have jumped in and immediately redirected off-task behaviors, but on reflection, the self-correct approach seems a better way to give the children a chance to prove that they know what is expected of them. This, to my surprise, did not result in an undisciplined, chaotic classroom. If the child did not get back on task, teachers used the age-old, tried and tested method of ‘firmness’ to get the desired behavior. Depending on the activity, teachers also used ‘loss of privileges’ and an incentive plan to achieve the desired effect; and I was happy to note that I had used the same techniques with the students that I tutored (and have been tutoring in my four years as a Paraprofessional).

Organization would probably be next on my list. It stood me in good stead in India, and I know my penchant to organize and re-organize, plan and prepare will be my biggest asset when I begin teaching in Texas. In my observations too, I found that the successful teachers are the ones who are organized. My role models had it all – manipulatives ready for students before a lesson began, clear sample projects to facilitate explanations, rooms arranged to allow easy access of all necessary supplies. Students knew exactly where to go when they needed something, whether it was during instructional time or free time; and on the few instances when they did not, the teacher was able to point them in the right direction with a minimum waste of time. Lesson plans too, were obviously organized, planned and prepared before time, which resulted in a smooth flow to the lessons, allowing the class to transition well between activities. I admit that the areas of organization varied from teacher to teacher, but to me, the important thing was that each teacher’s organizational preference worked for her and her group of students, making every room a “Texas room”!

There were many other pedagogic aspects that I know I will adopt next year:

· The Kindergarten teacher allowed her students the time to explore the new environment, so that it would not be a distraction when the lesson began.

· A second grade teacher implemented the “Daily 5” strategy in her Language Arts lesson, giving students choices on what they did, and allowing them to self-correct behaviors, building their self-esteem.

· A fourth grade teacher allowed her class to complete unfinished work, while she read to them, yet ensured that the children were listening, by pausing to ask questions all through the reading.

· Another teacher consistently drew the attention of her fifth graders to the correlation between subjects, encouraging them not to compartmentalize their learning.

· A fourth grade teacher fostered learner-centered instruction when she discussed with her students what they thought would be a suitable time span for them to complete a homework assignment and then coming to a reasonable consensus for the turn-in date.

· The Pre-K teacher had obviously created the safe environment where children blossom, and when it was time for free centers, all students were engaged and happy while they learned!

· Another second grade teacher encouraged children to take a “picture walk” as a means to silently read their books, and she provided them “stretch time” between activities, which was especially a good idea in a class with fifteen boys and seven girls!

In my own tutoring session with my second-grader, I was surprised at the change in his attitude. He started out not wanting to be in another pullout session, and being visibly irritated whenever he was corrected. After a few days though, he began to look forward to our sessions, and assumed ownership for his writing, self-correcting letters even before I pointed them out! This made me think about the classes with their 20+ students who begin school in August, coming from diverse backgrounds, with different attitudes and individual personalities. I noticed how, as early as February, the teachers have been able to mold them into a cohesive group that still reflects student diversity and individuality, and at the same time displays the unity needed to get class learning accomplished.  

This, in my mind is a result of the emotional caliber of the teachers. I saw a common thread of calmness, patience and firmness when they worked with students. They have inspired, guided, molded, directed, redirected, nurtured, enthused and done whatever was needed to bring their students to grade level - academically, socially and behaviorally. They have not given up on any of their students. The teachers I talked to continue to look for alternative ways that may work, for interventions they can put in place, for incentives that might interest, for options that are feasible – not just for the students that are “not quite there yet”, but also for the ones who need to be challenged some more. They are willing to adapt to the changing face of education, to incorporate new wave ideas with old favorites, and technology with traditional techniques, to formulate a plan that pushes every child in the class to achieve more throughout the year

I plan to be such a teacher next year – someone who genuinely cares for the child as an individual, who is able to provide learner-centered instruction in an environment that promotes equity, excellence, and learning through instruction and communication, with a high level of professionalism; someone who can give back to the world all that has been given to me (and more). In doing so, I will leave my community and my world better than I found it, so that my children, the children I teach, and all future generations that I may influence will not have cause to regret passing through the doors of my classroom. 
I cannot wait to complete my alternate certification, earn my Texas SPED Teaching Certificate, and begin teaching in a Texas school!

