ZELENE LoviTT

Rethinking My Roots
as a Teacher

To embrace a whole-language approach, teachers
must give up some popular beliefs, but in the
process they gain the freedom to pursue their own
and their students’ potential.

hen I began working with a
\k / student teacher last fall, I was

forced to conceptualize and
verbalize for her the ideas and philos-
ophies that are the underpinnings of
my classroom functioning. What had
15 years of classroom teaching taught
me? What made me a whole-language
teacher?

My Search for Answers
These questions set me in search of
answers upon which my student
teacher might build. When I finally
pared away various strategies, ap-
proaches, tricks, and theories, 1 was
left with a single thought: If a whole-
language class is student-centered
and therefore teacher responsive, then
the teacher must bave few of the pre-
conceived notions and assumptions
typically found in the classroom

One of the strengths of a whole-

language approach is the impact its

philosophy has on teacher profession-
alism, which in tum advances student
development. In order for the ap-
proach to succeed, however, teachers
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of a whole-language
approach is the
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philosophy has

on teacher
professionalism,
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advances student
development.

must relinquish a number of com-

perform at multiple levels of function-
ing concurrently. For that reason, I
constantly regroup my students based
on interest, ability, selfselection of
materials, and the topic being ad-
dressed. In other words, there are no
“Bluebirds,” "Redbirds,” or “Buz-
zards” in my class. Trying to pigeon-
hole students and narrowly stratify
their specific levels at a given point in
time severely restricts and limits the
realization of their potential. Statically
leveled groups by necessity force
teachers to address only parts of the
child and parts of the child’s leaming.
Therefore, we showuld recognize that
children develop in different areas at
different rates and sbould program
appropriately to meet the various
needs of each student.
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sequenced
lam. On the contrary, children and
their various abilities appear to ma-
ture in a continuous lurch-forward-
scramble-backward manner in multi-
ple areas simultaneously. Because of
this inconsistent developmental rate,
a prescribed curriculum cannot pre-
cisely match where the children are
when the scope and sequence says
they should be there. We should view
education as a puzzle—the order in
which the pieces are placed in the
puzzle is irrelevant as long as suc-
cessful completion occurs.

Therefore, within the curriculum
objectives required by state and district
mandates, we should develop our own
programs lo match our students'
needs, abilities, and strengths.

False Assumption 3: Education-
ally, basal publishers know my
students better than I do How
could they? They've never met my
class. They don't know the differences
among my students in terms of abili-
ties, interests, and development. Fur-
ther, my students are never the same
two days in a row. Publishers cannot
know the “teachable moment” I have
just “seized" nor the learning mosaic
my classroom paints. How could
someone thousands of miles away,
who wrote the material months, per-
haps years ago, be sensitive to what is
happening in my class today?

should inundate our students wubpnA
mary sources rather than diluted mate-
rial We showld be responsive to the
immediacy of the teaching situation
and assume the position of awthority
and knowledge inberent in our role.

False 4: Assessment
should take place at regular inter-
vals and can be accomplished
with tests that accompany the
basals. Because the teacher must con-
stantly respond to the student, assess-
ment must be ‘ongoing, constant, for-

We should teach
what children need
to know, both
content and process,
in a manner that
mirrors life—
interwoven,
interrelated, and
compacted.

mative, and summative. Preconceived
measures limit responsiveness to eval-
uating the meaningful learning that
takes place within the unevenly devel-
oping student. The true measure of
assessment is the ability of the student
to apply information and skills in a
realistic, meaningful fashion and to
transfer knowledge to enhance func-
tioning.

Therefore, assessment must take
place while the students are in action
and must be based on criteria relevant
to the task at band To validly assess
learning, we should increase our fo-
cus on process and not rely largely on
product measures.

False Assumption 5: Children
need to be programmed so that
learning can take place. Wrong,
Children need to be inspired 1o ac-
tively take hold of a learning situation
and explore the opportunities that the
teacher provides for investigation. The

trick is not to have a multitude of tasks
for students to do but to know how to
"read" students so that we can moti-
vate them to embrace the learning
situation. Then, in order to match the
situation to students’ abilities, we must
provide appropriate experiences, ma-
terials, and opportunities

Therefore, we should so involve stu-
dents in learning that they develop a
sense of ownership in their day-to-day
education. When students bave an in-
vestment in what they are doing, they
are motivated, involved, and dedi-
cated That is when learning takes

place

False Assumption 6: Teachers are
the source of all significant learn-
ing. Although teachers do not have all
answers to all questions, we have ac-
quired considerable knowledge, and
we can help our students connect with
the knowledge they want or need. We
can ensure that they know how to
acquire knowledge for themselves af-
ter they've left school and teach them
how to share their knowledge with
others. When appropriately guided,
students are quite capable of teaching
each other skills, concepts, and atti-
tudes. In particular, the group/cooper-
ative learning activities common in
whole-language classrooms help stu-
dents learn the valuable social skills
that will enable them to learn from
each other and to function together
successfully in the work world.

Therefore, teachers should not func-
tion as if we are the core of all signif-
icant learning bwut, rather, should give
students frequent opportunities for di-
rect intellectual involvement with
ideas, concepts, and learning.

False Assumption 7: Teachers are
to maintain order and control at
all times. Teachers must define for
ourselves (and for our supervisors)
the meaning of the words control and
discipline. For me, they mean ensuring
that students are pursuing learning in
an active manner that doesn't interfere
with the pursuit of learning in which
others are engaged. My active students
are on-task and deeply involved in the
business of learning, and the goals of
their activities dictate the rype of tasks
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in which they are involved. Students
who primarily stay in their seats and
quietly work on papers do not neces-
sarily accomplish meaningful leaming
As long as I am able to involve and
direct the behaviors of the children
positively, I am in control

Therefore, we should measure our
control of our students and their be-
baviors not by the activity level of the
classroom bwt, rather, by the produc-

tive manner in which they function
while involved in academic pursuits

False Assumption 8: For leamning
to take place efficiently, teachers
must be the planners. It is my role
to ensure that my students are master-
ing the objectives and moving success-
fully toward the goals of the curricu-
lum. However, students are capable of

varying degrees of collaborating on
and assuming joint responsibility for
unit planning and for the direction
learming explorations take. How better
1o make learing relevant for students
than for it to be on their own agendas?

Therefore, teachers sbould share our
practical life skills and knowledge and
prepare our students so that they de-
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We must test the
reality of our
supposed limits
because teacher
empowerment can
come only from,
within, and by our
own efforts.

velop the important skills needed to
[formulate and execute plans Further,
we should ensure that, throughout
their lives, our students can take and
apply this knowledge

False Assumption 9: Content areas
must be addressed discretely |
have found it effective and efficient 1o
teach integrated language ars in the
content areas. For addressing process
learning in the lower elementary
grades, integrated learning broadens
the areas for relevance and interest of
those skills being taught. In the upper
elementary grades, integrated learning
is expedient and relevant it addresses
the goal of extrapolating information
in content area materials. The reading
expectations for content materials dif-
fer from those involving the acquisi-
tion of how to decode and compre-
hend; they need to be addressed by
employing the material that is used as
a part of real-life demands

Therefore, to strengthen the transfer
of skills and knowledge from one area
to another, we should integrate lan-
guage arts and the content areas. We
should teach what children need to
know, both content and process, in a
manner that mirrors life—interwoven,
interrelated, and compacted

False Assumption 10: If whole lan-
guage is so good, everybody

would be doing it already. Not so
For many years we teachers have al-
lowed ourselves o be dependent
upon others for direction regarding
how and what we teach. Principals and
administrators are often perceived as
having their own fixed agenda of how
we should function. To a certain ex-
tent, this perception may be accurate. |
believe, however, that teachers have a
lot of "wiggle room" and that princi-
pals will support impassioned teach-
ers who are committed to student
learning and will work diligently to
prove the validity of their beliefs

Therefore, we should take ultimate
responsibility for our students’ learn-
ing, teach, lead and learn from other
teachers, and experiment and trust
ourselves and our students. We must
test the reality of our supposed limits
because teacher empowermenlt can
come only from, within, and by our
oun efforts

Freedom to Act
As I sat with my student teacher, |
pondered these weighty ideas and
their importance. Each assumption,
when translated into behaviors, has
far-reaching consequences for suc-
cessful student learning. I hope my
examination of common assumptions
and recommendations for action will
serve as a springboard for other pro-
fessionals to scrutinize their own be-
liefs and behaviors. Deciding to let go
of these common assumptions re-
moves (inappropriate) restrictions; it
frees us to function in a manner that
ensures achieving our own and our
students’ potential

Therefore, we need to develop a
strong knowledge base for classroom
decision making We should develop a
cycle of educating ourselves and of
assessing our needs as educators—
planners, implementors, and evalua-
tors of instruction. We should think
carefully and then act ]

Zelene Lovitt has taught at both pre-
school and primary levels and is currently
a 4dth grade teacher in the Carrollton/
Farmers Branch Independent School Dis-
trict at Farmers Branch Elementary School,
13521 Tom Field, Farmers Branch, TX
75234
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