
•
 
I 

to know t:vcrythIng_ The notion that "I don't know" is a legitimate answer that 

forms a sound startIng romt for collaborative lurnJrlg is a new idea for many 

parent:>_ Parents often want teachers to "know the answers" and believe that the 

leacher\ job is simply to communicate a body of information-the currjculurn­

to their children_ Gradually, parents learn that it's okay for a teacher to say, "I 

• 
don't know much about this either, so lei's learn togetheL" Eventually, parents 

see that they, too, C;Jn say, "I don't know_" 

j\1arilyn, a former OC teacher who is now a university professor, speculated 

that when a teacher or someone else takes on a new role, they are often expected 

to immediately know the role and understand all it entails_ She reflected on the 

I importance of being able to undertake a new project without knowing all the 

answers: 

• When] started my collabor<Jtive project (in the role of professor), I had a 

huge room of school teachers and administrators who were thinking of 

joining the projecL I got up there and said, '" really wish I could tell you 

what this project is going to be, so you could te!! whether you wanted to 

I
 
be a p<Jrl of it, but I just haven', got the slightest Idea, because we are going
 

to build this project togetheL" They just sat there_ I think it SOrled a few 

• 
people out of the project initially, but people kept coming back Now we're 

three years into this project and people ofIen say, "No,,' 1 know what you 

meant that first night" or "It took me ages [0 figure out what you meant 
by '[ don'( know'-you're supposed to know, you're from (he university_" 

The process of collaboration, whether in [he classroom or in other settings, re­

I quires openness and flexibility so that people can learn from each otheL 

Se'tfal of tiS who have gone on lO other professions have found that having 
learned to rIsk :>aymg "I don't know" contmues to be important, in our other 

'Nork Joanne, an attorney, noted that her years In the OC, "'here teachers were 
expected to say"] don't know," have helped her argue cases in courL 

There have been times when a Judge asked me a question and I had no 

idea what [he <Jnswer was Some of my colleagues \'lU search for an answer 

and try to fake Il, but they're not fooling the judges_ The Judges know that 
they don't know. I'd rather just say, "You know, I'm not sure about thaL 

Let me research Ihat, and I'll submit a response by Ihe end of the day_" It's 

I easy for me 10 say th<Jt to judges, but most la"I'ers feel like they have to 

know ever)'thing_ .. _My learning as an OC leacher has extended into my 

bter professional life and community work, whIch is al] being done in a 
collaborative manneL 

\Vhen fisk laking in learning is an inherent goal and the learning environment 
is supportive, aH participants in the community can feel free to say, "] don't 

I know_" One of the marks of likely success for new teachers joining a community 

II 
of learners IS comfort 'With the process of learning, where no one knows it all 

and everyone learns from everyone else_ \Yhen we are all learners, each experience ---] 

becomes an opportunity for learning_ __ 0 
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A Ne\v Teacher Learning to
 

Share Responsibility \vith
 

Children
 

Jessica Seaman 

(reacher) 
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A FI RST· YEAR teacher, I sometimes felt that I was learning more than myA s 
students. I learned more about teaching and how people learn in my first 

year of leaching than I had in my five years of college education. Maybe that's 
because some of Iny training at two different universities actually conflICted \,ith 
OC philosophy. My training had taught me that my students really couldn't learn 
unless [was in total C0111ro! of my classroom, but the more control I used in my 
classroom, the less my students learned (and the less fun we all had). 

I remember giving a lesson that I thought went really well during my student 
teaching at another schooL Later, an experienced teacher told me that I had not 
been ,triet enough in enforcing the classroom rules, because some of the students 
were reachmg inlo their desks or fidgeting with things whtle I was up in front 
teaching. So I put Into practice the "listening position," an idea I had heard about 
in my managemen t class. The "listening posItion" had four rules that every stu­
dent had to follow while anyone was up in front of the class. First, everyone 
need<?d to be silting flat on their bottom on their chair, with the chair on all four 
legs and under the desk as far as it would go. Second, the lOps of the desks had 
to be completely clear, leaving no room for distractions. Third, everyone's hands 
had to remain on the desk at all times. If a student needed an item in his desk 

(even a pencil or text book), he needed to raise his h:lOd and ask permission. 
Fourth, all eyes had to be looking forv,;ard. A ver)' natural way to learn, don't 

you think? I am sure it felt more hke being in a prison. The consequence for not 
being in "listening position" was getting your name on the board. As subsequent 
infractions occurred and checks were added to YOllr name, things started to hap­

pen-phone calls to your parents, being removed from class, being taken to the 
principal's office, and so on. You know, the usual! 
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After the first couple of days of tr}'lng this new technique, , -,'-JS ready to g.ive 
up (and so were the students). I iVa, putting five or eight names Jnd checks on 
the bOdfd during every le~50n. Think of all the wa,ted time! But my mentor 
encourJged me, saying lhat it would get belter \"ilh tlTne as the students got more 
used to the idea, and J must not let up in the begJrlning stages, so that the chi.ldren 
would know that J meant bu:,iness. Well, it dId get better, but not because the 
children got more used to the rigid "listening position." J just got too tired to 
keep up this very controlling discipline technique. Looking back, I can't believe 
that I really tried it. [t felt so unnatural, so against the way that children Jearn 
(or that adults learn e;ther, for that matter)_ But I was keeping the children well 
under my control-just as my supervisors wanted. 

A different technique was created by another experienced teacher to ensure a 
safe and orderly route to one's desk (a worthy goal but carried out in a very 
unnatural way). [t was called the "trafllc pattern.-' To get to any desk in the room, 
tllere was a very specific walking path for each student to take. But this was not 
<III. \\'hen entenng the classroom, a student wOllld need not only to follow the 
correct traffIC pattern to the desk but to follow It with mouth closed and arms 
folded in a straitjacket position ' 

II 

ChIldren are full of life ;lnd energy; they want to experience and learn and 
absorb ..Ill that is around them That's \\'hy I love being a teacher-I like being 
surrounded by the kmd of contagIOus energy that children possess_ One of the 
things thaI drew me to leaching in the OC iv-as the philosophy lhat bemg able to 
mo"e about and discuss things with olher, enhances children's learning and lhat 
children can be trusted to mJke good choices about their learnIng when gll'en 
the opportuniry. 

I 
ObVIOusly, In thiS new setling, 1 couldn'l successfully lise the manJgement 

techniques I had bem taughr, but J still fell I needed to have some degree of 
"control" in my clJssroom. I expenmented \Vllh several ideas and quickly learned 
thJt the kids could handle a lot of this responslbtlity on their own. 

I bcg,ln opening up deCisions lo my studems, such as the kind of behavior 
lhal IS appropriate for learnmg in our clJssroom, how long to make an assign­
ment, how big a reading goal the class should have, where to PUI up a bulletin 
bo;nd displJY, how to schedule computer lime, how literature groups would be 
chosen, whot kind of food and aC!J\ Ilies we would have at our holid<lY cc!ebr<l­
tion", and what kind of assignments lhey would 113\-e. J was 3 link nervous at

I first_ [ didn't want to be o\'ert<lken by }O or so 9- , la, and ll-ye'Jr·olds. especially , in front of their parents. But the kIds aiwllYs surprised me. 
l\lost of the children loved challenges and chose appropriate IJsks for their 

level of learnmg (sometimes ,,·ilh a little coaxmg)_ Occasionally, when a few chIl­
dren had difficulty with this kind of decision making, I only had to open up a 
discussion in circle, and their peers Cdme up with solutions that would work for 
them. This sharing of decisions soon became one of my favorite parts of teaching 
in the Oc. 

Sharing responsibility with the children helped me solve ;Jnother problem that 
W;lS bothering me during my first year. I was beginning to feel oven'ihefmed __-I 
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trying. to impress the children, the p.nents, and the Llculry It was difficult to 
balance all of my respon"bJlities in the OC wilh my responsibilities at home. 
Though I WJS a pan-time tC;Jchcr, my tcaching was all-consuming-It was very 
draining emotionally ;lCld physicJlly. 

I remembered my mentor at another school, during my student teaching year. 
The kids 10vcJ her, the parents loved her, and other faculty members thought 
very highly of her. The children took home a lot of greJt \'iork' and fun projects 
that looked very impressive. For a long time I wondered how she did it. Then it 
became very clear to me: Her life was consumed by her teaching. Although she 
had four school-~ged children at home, ,he was at school \'iell before contract 
time and stayed untillhe janitor had to kick her out almost every night (and she 
expected me to do the same). She 3.1so took a lot of work home with her and 
told me that she had turned her entire basement into a teacher workroom. She 
purchased her own binding machine and copy machine so that she could always 
work on school projects at home. I could imagine my~elf lO a basement every 
waking hour, ignoring my falmly. 

Parrway through the year, I began having the students help each other a lot 
more-to help my,elf stay sane and still feel that I was J good teacher in this 
learning community. Before they came to me for help, they had to ask three other 
people first. J[ could be another student or a co-oper, but they hJd 10 ask some­
one. The students uSllJlly found {heir ans\ver before coming to nle. This not only 
made my lime more focused but also gave the children more opponunities for 
learn mg. I wonder how much responsibility and ownership the children felt who 
were in my mentor's classroom? She was doing a lot of work for them, like 
publi,hlllg their stories, rnllng their poems, gluing, cUlting, and putting books 
together for {hem. It really was not the students' work. 

As I came to realize the me,Jning of teaching in a "commuDlty of learners," I 
began having Ihe "commuDlty" help out with Ihe dady work. The children edited 
each other's papers, checked oif their work in the record-keeping book, and 
helped me with curriculum plJnning I also starled feeling more comfonabJe 
sharing mv work with the (Q-opers (most of (hem were glad to f",el needed). In 
Ihe process, the children and the par"'nts had more ownership of the learning that 
was taking place. 

CommunicatIOn is the key to making this kind of shared responSibility work. 
\Ve had dISCUSSions in circle about the things that were going well, about areas 
of confusion, and especiaUy about expectations. \Nhat did I expect of the children? 
What did 'they expect from mel What did parents expect? And what could chil­
dren expect of parents? It takes a lot of communicatIon, but it is worth its weight 
in gold when the students realize their potential in the classroom. 

One of the most important phrases I have learned is "Let it go." I needed to 
allow the children to make mistakes. Small faJ!ures a·re pan of the learning pro­
cess for students, leachers, and parents-for the whole community. Before I was 
comfortable \vith Ihis issue, I spent a lot of class time (and home time) trying to 
tidy up cerlain students' "messes." I was doing extra work that reaUy should have 
been done by the students. One boy who had a very hard time staying on task 
was not completing his work, and I fell like I Was finishing up his tasks or letting 
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I too much slide_ I made phone calls, \\T h,ld conferences (with and \~ithout his 

I 
rarents), "Tid I watched him c,nefu!l)' on a dJd)' bam so that I could help keep 

him on track. His learning was suffering, and I \,'J5 doing more work because 

of it­
Imte,Jd of trying to FL'I: everythll1g that wasn't up \0 par, I just needed to Jet 

the natural consequences take place. For example, when he didn't turn in the 

solar system project that he kept putting off, it became homework, and he missed 

I our optional classroom activities until it was completed_ Earlier, before I was 

I 
comfortable with letting it go, I would have spent nlost of class time helping him 

finish his project ratber than a!lo\',ing him this responsibility and the resultant 

learnIng. 

vVhen I see the chddren making poor choices with their time and energy, I 

feel bad, but [ have become comfortJble with letting it go and allowing the more 

natural consequences and learning to occur. If students IUrn in less-than-adequate

I \york, J ailow them to fix it and make it better. j\·jore imrortant, I expect it of 

I 
them. 1vbKing mistakes is an important step in learning. 

I learned to relax. At first, I thought that 1 might be intolerant of all the energy 

in the c1JssrooJl)~there are always children, parents, and teachers everr-"here, 

doing all sorts of leaching and learning in the halls, outside, under tables, in the 

loft, and w<1lklflg around lhe room. But I Jm surprised by how comfortable I am 

"'ith lhe "busy" noise in and out of the clJssroorn_ Since [ have created the

I underlying ,tructure and h<lYe learned how to observe the signs of that structure 

in the cl<lssroom, it becomes easy for me 10 get wTapped up in the excitement as 

well. In f<lct, sometimes 1 don't even notice the noise. My teaching partner walked 
in one d.ly and asked, "Does Il seem a Irlile noisy [0 yOlll" It \'I<lS noisy. But {hen 

I listened more closely and [ heard children discussing their work. I he:Ird poetry 

being read. I saw swdenls en;o)'lI1g helping each other finish tasks. When I relax 

and listen for the learning that is happening, I am ahvays surprise'd and pleased. 

I also learned how to choose when to deal w1th or let go of issues in the 

clJssroom_ No one can deal with all the issues 3t hand. There has to be a lot of 

trust thai other people-students, co-opers, and other teachers~who are re­

sponsIble for specific situations can handle them, so everyone doesn't ha\'e to use 

their energy In areas that are not essential to their responsibIlities. Rather than 

trying to control the classroom, I learned that I could depend on the classroom 

community to take care of issues, and I learned how to help fosler this shared 

responsibility. 

"The OC community"-a phrase mentioned often by parents, teachers, ad­

ministrators, and students-was a very hard concept for me to grasp as a new 

teacher. There were certain words, policies, Jnd procedures that! couldn't un­

derstand. It helps to be teachable and be able 10 admit to children and parems 

and to myself that I am learning as well. The more J allowed myself to be <1 

learner, {he more the community became a part of me. 

Although 1 learned a lot in my first year, I beheve I still have a great deal to 

learn in order to grasp the OC philosophy. The whole idea of the learning com­

munity feels like a way of life that just grO\vs over time. In my first year, I was 

jusl beginning to sprOUl! 

\ ! 

\~/ 

177 


