
	Successful Teachers = Successful Students:
An Assignment for Peace Corps Education Invitees



Note to the Invitee:   Begin by reading the paragraph below, and follow the instructions you receive as you read along.   If you have questions, please email  colombia@peacecorps.gov.  Also when you have completed your essay reflecting on being a teacher, send it to the same address by August 2013.  Post staff will try to provide feedback as soon as is reasonably possible.  Are you ready to be a teacher? 
TEACHER ROLES—MOTIVATION ACTIVITY

Blame it on George Bernard Shaw—“Those who can do, those who can’t teach.”  Portrayals of teachers in literature, film, or television are often negative. In addition to the sadist teacher (think of Severus Snape in the Harry Potter series), many teachers are portrayed as clueless incompetents who are easy for students to fool (think of Ben Stein in “Ferris Bueller’s Day Off” or Edna Krabappel and Principal Skinner in “The Simpsons.”)  Even when teachers are portrayed as heroes (as in the movies “To Sir with Love,” “The Dead Poets’ Society,” “Stand and Deliver”, and “Freedom Writers”), these heroes are loners bucking against the system that keeps students down—a system comprised of (among others) teachers who are not young, inspired saviors of their charges. 

[image: stop_sign[1]]ACTIVITY:  Take five minutes to jot down some notes for yourself in response to the following questions.  

1. How do you feel about teachers?  How does being a teacher mesh or conflict with your sense of self?

2. What kind of teacher will you be?   What observable teaching practices and behaviors would be evidence that you are indeed being that kind of teacher?


When you have finished taking notes, please read the following text.

	[bookmark: h2]Why Teaching is Hard


"If a doctor, lawyer, or dentist had 40 people in his office at one time, all of whom had different needs, and some of whom didn't want to be there and were causing trouble, and the doctor, lawyer, or dentist, without assistance, had to treat them all with professional excellence for nine months, then he might have some conception of the classroom teacher's job."
-- Donald D. Quinn

No one ever goes into teaching to teach badly.  
· If teachers teach, badly it is often because teaching is a very complex process.  

Teaching is not rocket science…it is much harder.
· Student minds are black boxes. We can’t see what is retained or how it is processed. 
· Decisions, decisions, decisions! In any given minute a teacher may have to make several decisions at once (ask yourself, what are some typical decisions that teachers have to make in classrooms?)

Foreign language learning is a more difficult subject than many others:
· It involves strange sounds and possibly strange ways of writing
· One can learn a lot of language and still not do much with it
· Trying to communicate can be embarrassing—even 4-year-old native speakers speak more confidently than an adult language learner can.
· The foreign language may have little relevance to one’s everyday life

Isolation and Defensiveness in the Teacher’s Role:  Being a teacher is not like being a shop clerk, carpenter, or a manager.  In those roles you work along with others. You observe others participating in the same role as you and get a good idea of how to fit into your professional community.  You quickly learn what you do better than some, what some others can do better than you, and how different people succeed in different ways. 

With teaching, by contrast, you prepare your lesson, walk into the classroom, and usually shut the door.  There you are – you’re a teacher, a member of the teacher community; but you’re doing your practice entirely with people who are NOT teachers, that is, a community of students. We cannot compare ourselves to the students we are working beside to see how we are doing as teachers.

One problem that can develop because we don’t work alongside other teachers as we teach is that we can become defensive.  We hope we are doing okay because the students aren’t openly criticizing up, but would another teacher think we are doing okay or disdain how we are teaching?  If we’re not sure, we try to avoid situations where other colleagues might pass judgment on us. .  
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   Before continuing onto the next page (Dos and Don’ts of Teaching), make a personal list of characteristics of good teaching and bad teaching.

                                                   When you finish, compare your list to the list of Dos and Don’ts on the next page.


 (
Good and Bad Teaching
)

Some “DOs”
· Inspire confidence and trust (“this teacher knows what s/he’s doing!”)
· Give fair, non-judgmental feedback. Be sympathetic when you have to correct students.  
· Be transparent about what you’re doing and why when you teach.
· Acknowledge your own limitations (nobody’s perfect!). 
· Forgive others as you would have yourself be forgiven (Build trust!)
· Reflect on ways that you have learned well and try to bring them into the classroom.
· Be a (kind) task master (keep the lesson moving along and on track)
· Relate to others, students, counterparts, and supervisors, from a professional perspective.

· Pay attention to students and how they like to learn.
· Make all classroom interactions about the students – not about yourself, the teacher. 

· Give humor an important role in your teaching.

Some “DON’Ts”
· Don’t try to be a friend (they have enough friends, they don’t have enough guides).
· Don’t only be a deliverer of knowledge (instead of lecturing, facilitate opportunities for students to use and practice that knowledge that you provide in the classroom)

· Don’t be a soft touch (students appreciate fair and dependable teachers)
· Don’t ever visibly lose emotional control.  Once you lose student respect it is very hard to regain.
· Don’t think of teaching as keeping student entertained. Think of it as ensuring that students keep making
making progress.

· Don’t focus on misbehavior.  Focus on reinforcing and rewarding good behavior.

· Don’t teach what you haven’t thought through and prepared well.



Read Handout 4 as a preparation for the Application short essay writing activity.
	
Building Trust and Striving for “Good Enough” (2 pages)




Teaching  Supporting Learning  Delivering Information (?)

We are socialized into thinking that the primary role of a teacher is to deliver information.  Consequently, novice teachers often worry about running out of information/material to present (even though most teachers just love to talk! ., In fact,  teacher often design their lessons by brainstorming everything they know about the lesson topic and then trying to fit all those ideas into a lesson.

Yes, teaching is about delivering information, but if we make delivering information our first priority, we may miss out on the key element of learning: trust.   Learning occurs when students feel that —
· they are in a safe environment where they can make mistakes and explore without fear of embarrassment
· the teacher will keep the class organized, on-track, and not waste their time
· the teacher will not let them fail,  will not value the requirements of the school over students, or be more concerned about delivering the lesson than the student’s learning
· the teacher will value student questions, comments and the time they spend together.
· the teacher will make sure that other students won’t humiliate them for their good efforts
· the teacher and students are “in the class together,” will succeed together, and “do” the class in a relaxed state of respect and trust.

If novice teachers attend to creating this kind of trust first, then add information delivery to it, learning will be good and there will be both “teacher success” and “student success.”  In fact, we typically create trusting, respectful classroom most easily by “being ourselves”—not putting on airs, not trying to be something we are not (students usually have a good nose for teacher fear, pretension and dishonestly).  That does not mean that you can “make it all about you”; rather if you always strive to make it all about them (the students), if you give them form, order, and respect, you’ll have a mentor/coach—student/apprentice relationship where all of you are making it work together.

Don’t strive for excellence (there are no perfect teachers, students, or classrooms), Strive for being consistently “good enough.”  Recall the Donald Quinn quote at the beginning of this reading—there is so much going on in any classroom that no one could stay on top of it all; there is no way any teacher can ever predict what kind of “uptake” of the lesson is going on in the students’ heads while the teacher is delivering the lesson.  Just as the classroom has to be a place of trust where students feel safe from humiliation and feel able to make mistakes and explore, so to the classroom has to be a place where the teacher can do the same and not engage in self-flagellation over imperfections.   If you slip into a defensive mode, you will often defend yourself to (against?) your students—and that does not build trust.

If you don’t have a lot of teacher training and teaching experience, seek to grow as a teacher while playing to your existing strengths.  One model for assessing teacher competence stresses going beyond, just practice (teaching knowledge and skills) to look at the “whole teacher” and what makes her/him successful.  Two other aspects of competent teachers are “relationship” (do they have a good rapport with students, colleagues, administrators, and parents)? and commitment (do they plan in advance, do they come for training and meetings,  do they reach out to parents, do they do all they can to learn more about teaching?).  If you are just starting out in teaching, it will take some time for your “teaching practice” to develop, but in the mean time use your good “service” skills and your good organizational and planning skills to show your commitment and build strong relationships.  That will make you a “good enough” teacher even while you are still learning the craft. 


Scaffolding--a way to think about supporting learning practice:

Ask yourself, what is a literal scaffold in construction? 

A scaffold is a platform framework built around a building to be able to construct the building when the longest ladders are no longer long enough, right?

What happens when the building is complete?    What would happen if you took down the scaffolding before the building was complete?   

 “When the building is complete we take the scaffold down.  We can because when the internal structure of the building is complete the building can stand up without the scaffolding.” 

The job of the teacher is to scaffold (support) students so that they can do/practice what they could not do by themselves. For example if you ask a group of beginner/low intermediate EFL students to introduce themselves to each other, they might well not be able to do it, but if teacher gives them some pieces of introducing phrases, make gestures to show who does what, and model certain interactions, writes the interaction patterns and vocabulary on the board, students will be able to do the introductions with the teacher’s scaffolding (support).  In a nutshell, the teacher “scaffolds” the student (that is, helps the learner up) so that the learner can move from his current state of knowledge and skills to a new level s/he cannot yet reach on her/his own.

What happens when the scaffolding is pulled away too soon?” “What happens to a building if you remove the scaffolding before it has structural integrity?” 

If we pull away the scaffolding from the building before the internal structure is set, something will collapse. If we stop providing guided practice to learners before they have internalized the skill (that is they can do it without consciously focusing on each step), they will not be able to retain the knowledge or skill.  Teachers see this often. At the end of one class the students finally seem to be “getting” whatever is being taught. The teacher feels very excited and positive.  Then in the next class the teacher asks students to do it again and they look at the teacher like they had never heard of this before.  It may seem like the teacher almost has to start over from the beginning. The students have not internalized what the teacher taught.   To sum up, “internalization” means that the learner has practiced the knowledge and skills so well that s/he no longer needs to go to outside resources (especially the teacher) to do what s/he has learned—teacher scaffolding is no longer needed.

One last technique for learning the specifics of being a successful teacher: although you have likely been in school for 16 years or more, if you are like most students, you’ve probably focused on learning and have not paid much attention to teaching techniques your teachers were learning.  As you are starting off in the role of teacher, whenever you are in a learner role, learn the content of course, but also start to pay attention to your instructors teaching technique. Ask yourself what is working and what isn’t for other teachers and then as you start to teach, try out the techniques that impressed you and ignore the ones you didn’t find effectively. Very quickly you will develop your own “teaching toolkit.”


	[bookmark: h5][bookmark: PR]Portfolio Reflection



Please write a short essay (one to two pages, no more) on--
HOW I FEEL ABOUT BEING A PEACE CORPS EFL TEACHER 

How do you feel about being a teacher?  How does being a teacher “fit” your identity?  What are some practices you are going to try to add to your teaching repertoire after this session? What are some practices you will want to avoid? 
[bookmark: Review]When you have completed you essay, read the closing review on the next page and then send it to  colombia@peacecorps.gov by 1 August 2013.  Post staff will try to provide feedback as soon as is reasonably possible.  Be sure and put your name on it! 

	[bookmark: h6]Key Points to Review



1. In the U.S. (and in other countries!) teachers may not be highly respected.  If Volunteers are going to be successful teachers, it is helpful to explore their perceptions of teachers and how these perceptions relate to the trainees’ own identities.

2. Teaching a group of learners with a variety of backgrounds, skills, and motivations is an incredibly complex phenomenon that is too often underrated.

3. To be creditable to students and host country counterparts, take on the role of “teacher.” One can take on this role in many (acceptable) ways, but people expect teachers to act like teachers.

4. Teaching is a complex phenomenon that requires many split-second decisions—it’s more complicated than rocket science .  In many ways, language teaching is more challenging than teaching other subjects.
 
5. In comparison to other professions, teachers often work in relative isolation from the community of teachers.  “Students” in your class are not in the same community as “teachers in your school” and they know that well.  Because teachers can’t work alongside each other regularly, they may have doubts about how well they teach and become defensive when observed or questioned about their teaching.
 
6. “Focus on Form” is a general teaching technique where teachers help students become aware of the form of the content (for example, the form of grammar or the form of a reading text, or the organization pattern of writing) in addition to the content.  Student-teachers wanting to improve their own teaching techniques should focus not only on the content of the training session they are in, but also on the form of teaching that the teacher-trainer is using. This will help them expand their repertoire of teaching techniques. 

7. There are recognized conventions regarding what teachers should do and should not do. It is important that teachers understand these practices and why these practices are (or are not) acceptable.

8. Successful teaching is only secondarily about delivering information and first and foremost about building a trusting, respectful classroom environment.  If students don’t feed safe to explore and interact, little learning will occur.

9. Teachers can move from delivering information to practicing learning through scaffolding—teacher support techniques that help students engage in activities they could not engage in without the teacher’s help.  The key to good scaffolding is provided supported practice for long enough.  If the supported practice stops before the student has internalized it, the student will not be able to do it later.

10. Good teaching is not only about “teaching practice” (that is, teaching knowledge and skill). It is also about building good relationships and being committed to the school community and to students’ success.  Novice teachers do have to commit to improving their practice, but in the meantime they can be “consistently good enough” by making the most of their interpersonal and organizational skills to help make up for their lack of practice.

11. Thanks for your patience and interest.  I think you’ll be a great Peace Corps teacher! 
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