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s A FIRST-YEAR leacher, I somelimes felt that | was learning more than my
Astudems. I learned more about teaching and how people learn in my frst
year of teaching than I had in my fve years of college education. Maybe that’s
because some of my training at two different universities actually confhcted with
OC philosophy. My training had taught me that my students really couldn’t learn
unless I was in total control 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 stricl encugh in enforcing the classroom rules, because some of the students
were reaching into their desks or fidgeting with things while 1 was up in front
teaching. So I put into practice the “listening position,” an idea I had heard about
in my management class. The “hstening position” had four rules that every stu-
dent had to follow while anyone was up in front of the class. First, everyone
needed to be sitting 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 tops of the desks had
to be completely clear, leaving no room for distractions. Third, everyone’s bands
had to remain on the desk at all times. If a student needed an itern in his desk
(even a pencil or text book), he needed o raise his hand and ask permission.
Fourth, all eyes had to be looking forward. A very natural way to learn, don’t
you think? T am sure it felt more like 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 your 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 trying this new technique, I was ready to give
up (and so were the students). I was putting five or eight numes and checks on
the board during every lesson. Think of all the wasted time! But my mentor
encouraged me, saying that it would get better with tirne as the students got more
used to the idea, and I must not let up in the beginning stages, so that the children
would know that 1T meant business. Well, 1t did get better, but not because the
children got more used to the rigid “hstening position.” 1 just got too tired to
keep up this very controlling discipline technique. Looking back, [ can’t believe
that I really tried it. It felt so unnpatural, so against the way that children Jearn
(or that adults learn either, for that matter). But | was keeping the children well
under my control—just as my supervisors wanted.

A different technique was created by another experienced teacher to ensurc a
safe and orderly route to one’s desk (a worthy goal but carned out in a very
unnatural way). [t was called the “tra{fic pattern.” To get to any desk in the room,
there was a very specific walking path for each student to take. But this was not
all. When entering the classroom, a student would need not only to fellow the
correct traffic pattern to the desk but to follow 1t with mouth closed and arms
folded in a straitjacket position!

Children are full of life and energy; they want to experience and learn and
absorb all that 1s around them That’s why I love being a teacher—I hke being
surrounded by the kuind of contagious energy that children possess. One of the
things that drew me to teaching in the OC was the philosophy that being able to
move about and discuss things with others enhances children’s Jearning and that
children can be trusted to make good choices about their learming when given
the opportunity.

Obviously, 1in this new setting, 1 couldn’t successfully use the management
techniques | had been taughr, but [ still felt 1 needed to have some degree of
“control” in my classroem. | expenimented with several ideas and quickly learned
that the kids could handle a ot of this responsibility on their own.

I began opening up decisions to my students, such as the kind of behavior
that 1s appropriate for learming in our classroom, how long to make an assign-
ment, how big a reading goal the class should have, where to put up a bulletin
board display, how to schedule computer time, how literature groups would be
chosen, what kind of food and activities we would have at our holiday celebra-
tions, and what kind of assignments they would have. I was a litle nervous at
first. [ didn’t want to be overtaken by 30 or so 9- , 10, and 1-year-olds. especially
in front of their parents. But the kuds always surprised me.

Most of the children loved chailenges and chose appropriate tasks for their
level of learning (sometimes with a hittle coaxing). Occasionally, when a few chil-
dren had difficulty with this kind of decision making, 1 only had to open up a
discussion in circle, and their peers came 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 another problem that
was bothering me during my first year. I was beginning to feel overwhelmed
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trying to impress the children, the parents, and the faculty. Tt was difficult to
balance all of my responsibilities in the OC wilh my responsibilities at home.
Though 1 was a part-time teacher, my teaching was all-consuming—l was very
draining emotionally and physically.

I remembered my mentor at another school, during my student teaching year.
The kids loved her, the parents loved her, and other faculty members thought
very highly of her. The children took home a lot of great work 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-agea children at home, she was at school well before contract
time and stayed uniil the janitor had to kick her out almost every night (and she
expected me lo do the same). She also took a lot of work home with her and
told me that she had (urned her entire basemment into a teacher workroom. She
purchased her own binding machine and copy machine so that she could always
work on school projects at home. 1 could imagine myself 17 a basement every
waking hour, ignoning my famuly.

Partway through Lhe year, I began having the students help each other a lot
more—to help myself stay sane and still feel that [ was a good teacher in this
learning community. Before they came to me for help, they had to ask three other
people first. It could be another student or a co-oper, but they had to ask some-
one. The students usually found their answer before coming to me. This not only
made my time more focused but also gave the children more opportunities for
Jearming. [ wonder how much responsibility and ownership the children felt who
were In my mentor’s classtoom? She was doing a lot of work for them, like
publishing their stories, typing their poemns, gluing, cutting, and putting books
together for them. It really was not the students’ work.

As | came to realize the meaning of teaching in a “community of learners,” 1
began having the “community” help out with the daily work. The children edited
each other’s papers, checked off their work in the record-keeping book, and
helped me with curriculum planning 1 also started feeling more comfortable
sharing my work with the co-opers (most of them were glad to feel needed). In
the process, the children and the parents had more ownership of the learning that
was taking place.

Communication is the key to making this kind of shared responsibility work.
We had discussions in carcle about the things that were going well, about areas
of confusion, and especially about expeclations. What did | expect of the children?
What did they expect from me? 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 1 have learned is “Let it go.” | needed to
allow the children to make mistakes. Small failures are pant of the learning pro-
cess for students, teachers, and parents—for the whole community. Before 1 was
comfortable with this 1ssue, I spent a lot of elass ime (and home time) trying to
tidy up certain students’ “messes.” I was doing extra work that really 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 felt hike I was finishing up his tasks or Jetting
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too much slide. I made phone calls, we had conlerences (with and withoul his
parents), and | watched him carefully on a daily basis so that I could help keep
him on track. His learning was suffering, and 1 was doing more work because
of 1t.

Instead of trying to fix everything that wasn’t up to par, I just needed to let
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
our optional classroom activities until it was completed. Earlier, before 1 was
comlortable with letting it go, I would have spent most of class time helping him
finish his project rather than allowing him this responsibihty and the resultant
learning.

When | see the children snaking poor choices with their time and energy, 1
feel bad, but [ have become comfortable with letting it go and allowing the more
natural consequences and leamning to occur. If students turn in less-than-adequate
work, I ailow them to fix 1t and make 1t better. More important, I expect it of
them. Making mistakes is an important step in learning.

i learned to relax. At first, T thought that [ might be intolerant of all the energy
in the classroom—there are always children, parents, and teachers everywhere,
doing all sorts of teaching and learning in the halls, outside, under 1ables, in the
loft, and walking around the room. But | am surprised by how comiortable I am
with the “busy” noise i and out of the classroom. Since [ have created the
underlying structure and have learned how Lo observe the signs of that structure
in the classroon, it becomes easy for me to get wrapped up in the excitement as
well. In fact, sometimes I don’t even notice the noise. My teaching partner walked
in one day and asked, “"Does 1t seem a httle noisy to you?” It was neisy. But then
[ listened more closely and [ heard children discussing their work. I heard poetry
being read. I saw students enjoning helping each other finish tasks. When I relax
and listen for the learning that is happening, | am always surprsed and pleased.

I also learned how to choose when to deal wath or let go of issues in the
classroom. No one can deal with all the issues at hand. There has 1o be a lot of
trust that other people—students, co-opers, and other teachers—who are re-
sponsible for specific situations can handle them, so everyone doesn't have to use
their energy 1n areas that are not essential to their responsiblities. Rather than
trying to control the classroom, I learned that | could depend on the classroom
community to take care of issues, and | learned how to help foster this shared
responsibility.

“The OC community”—a phrase mentioned often by parents, teachers, ad-
ministrators, and students—was a very hard concept for me lo grasp as a new
teacher. There were certain words, policies, and procedures that { couldn’t un-
derstand. It helps to be teachable and be able to admit to children and parents
and to myself that I am learning as well. The more 1 aliowed mysell to be a
learner, the more the community became a part of me.

Although I learned a lot in my frst year, [ believe | still have a great deal to
learn in order to grasp the OC philosophy. The whole idea of the learning com-
munity feels Iike a way of Iife that just grows over time. In my first year, I was
just beginning to sprout!
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