







GOOD DAY,
BAD DAY

TEACHING AS A
HIGH-WIRE ACT

Ken Winograd

[image: image]


This title was originally published by ScarecrowEducation. First Rowman & Littlefield Education edition 2006.

Published in the United States of America

by Rowman & Littlefield Education

A Division of Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc.

A wholly owned subsidiary of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

4501 Forbes Boulevard, Suite 200, Lanham, Maryland 20706

www.rowmaneducation.com

Estover Road

Plymouth PL6 7PY

United Kingdom

Copyright © 2005 by Ken Winograd

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publisher.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Winograd, Ken, 1951–

Good day, bad day : teaching as a high-wire act / Ken Winograd.

p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 1-57886-244-2 (pbk. : alk. paper)

1. First year teachers. 2. Teacher effectiveness. I. Title.

LB2844.1.N4W58 2005

371.1—dc22

2004027368

[image: image] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.

Manufactured in the United States of America.


To Ernest Lax,
who took a chance on a beginning teacher,
the first time around
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Identity is socially constructed and historic, and this book is no different. My words here flow from the circuitous path of my experiences, parents and grandparents, brothers and cousins, wife and children, friends, coworkers, teachers, students, strangers, texts, and dreams imagined and real over the course of a lifetime. I’ve used the words of others to make the words in this book my own, reflecting my intentions in a collaboration in which I am first coauthor.

I want to first thank Elise Bradley for sharing her classroom with me. In her inimitable constructivist manner, she taught me much about teaching and children. Her daily reminder to me to “love those kids” was a powerful message of acceptance of children as children. Sharon Blackwell and Lori Paul helped me gain the confidence to take risks and fail in the very public space of classroom teaching. Karen Smith also provided me with unconditional support that enabled me to accept the inevitable miscues of beginning teaching. Elise, Sharon, Karen, and Lori read an early draft of the journal and provided me with feedback. It was perhaps the students who are most responsible for this book. They challenged, criticized, ignored, tuned in to, accepted, and sometimes reveled in my efforts to teach them. Without the disequilibrium that reflected my relations with the students, there would be no book. Without disequilibrium, there is no learning.

Friends and colleagues read sections of the book and gave me their feedback: Nora Cohen, George Copa, Tom Birdseye, Dominic Cusimano, Tom Birdseye, Karen Higgins, David Ferreiro, Nell O’Malley, Susan Klinkhammer, Donna Phillips, Blake Rodman, Kay Stephens, and Eileen Waldschmidt. My students at Oregon State read the chapters on emotions and negotiations, and they let me know when the writing was unreadable, interesting, or irrelevant. From day one, the teachers and staff at Woodbridge accepted me as a teacher, even before I believed I was one myself, and for this affirmation I am grateful. I also want to thank Hilda Weinberg, Dorothy and Arthur Traiger, Bud Roberts, Byron Pulliam, Rick Silverman, Tom Adams, Tom Evans, Pearl Winograd, and Vinnie for their support during the more formative stages of this project.

Finally, Melinda, Claire, and Sam were present for me every evening as I sought to understand myself as a teacher. Melinda encouraged me to take risks, and she was usually successful in keeping me from falling into the trap of self-flagellation. Claire and Sam listened to my teaching stories and, for the most part, found them interesting. I kept them in mind often as I imagined the experience of my students sitting in their chairs day after day, subjected to someone else’s agenda and words, coping and hopefully learning.


INTRODUCTION

I am a professor in the School of Education at Oregon State University. I teach in a program that prepares students to become elementary and middle school teachers. During the 1998–1999 school year, I went back to the classroom, on sabbatical, as a teacher of a nongraded primary class, of first, second, and third graders. Here is an excerpt from my journal describing my third day on the job.

September 3:

I have led several activities and lessons. Easy stuff. Some read-alouds. Some challenging lessons, like in math problem solving. When I try stand-up teaching, students don’t listen past my first twenty-second introduction. Side conversations and papers fly across the room. Students intentionally fall out of their seats. As the students get more antsy, I speak faster and sometimes become incoherent. I’m not sure what to say to them when they misbehave. I try different verbal signals . . . “I’m looking for active listeners . . . please be quiet . . . I’ll continue when you are quiet . . . please be quiet . . . I see Stevie is ready to move on . . . I see this table is ready to listen . . . please be quiet. . . .”

I don’t know the kids, they don’t know me, and I don’t know yet what kind of curriculum is appropriate for them. In my stomach, I sense that this is going to be a difficult year. A feeling that I’ve had under my skin is now surfacing: I am almost like a beginning teacher . . . and I think the kids have already picked up on this fact. Uh, oh! The jig is up.

Although I was a veteran teacher educator with eight years as an elementary classroom teacher, it had been fourteen years since I had done full-time classroom teaching—alone, unassisted, in charge of everything. I had considerable theoretical knowledge of teaching and learning, given all the reading, teaching, and research I had done during eleven years as a doctoral student and professor. However, in terms of my practical knowledge, I was almost like a beginning teacher again. By September 1998, at the start of the sabbatical, I was out of practice and had lost the fluency of everyday teaching. The reader will notice early on in the reading of this book just how difficult the year was for me, especially the beginning of the year. I did develop teaching routines and an automaticity in the first few months. Still, the emotional gestalt of my days even in the second half of the year was still somewhat unpredictable and unstable. I was not much different from a novice teacher.

Most of my colleagues take sabbaticals that involve writing, research, or study, in the true spirit of the sabbatical, a year of leaving the proverbial field fallow, to give one’s intellectual earth a year to rejuvenate. Instead, I aimed my sights on what I now refer to as the antisabbatical: a return to the trenches of everyday teaching. While local public school teachers lauded my proposed sabbatical, most of my university colleagues thought I was a glutton for punishment. Regarding my motivation for initiating this project, I did not return to the classroom because I was looking for glory, from any sense of idealism, or because I was “brave.” I really did not know how difficult this work was going to be. I believed simply that my effectiveness as a teacher educator would be enhanced if I spent a year in the classroom.

I had taught methods classes to preservice elementary teachers for eleven years before the sabbatical. I was well versed in the theory of teaching. During the sabbatical year, I also read a good deal of educational sociology, especially the literatures that examine teacher–student interactions, emotions, and identity development (e.g., Goffman, 1959; A. Hargreaves, 1994a; D. Hargreaves, 1972; Nias, 1989; Pollard, 1985; Woods, 1990a, 1990b). Because of this reading, I believe that I developed a greater “theoretical sensitivity” to my experience, and I was more able to use a variety of theoretical perspectives to inform my teaching practice and felt experience. I believe the integration of theory makes the book more relevant to teachers and researchers who are looking for ideas about teaching that can be adapted to other settings and teaching situations.

WHY AND FOR WHOM I WROTE THIS BOOK

The book represents my experience of beginning teaching as very difficult, often excruciatingly difficult, as it is for many beginning teachers. The book is a personal representation of the teaching experience, focused on the construction of teacher identity and how I managed to survive with an ego still intact. Now, I sometimes read my journal and feel embarrassed to have others glimpse the sensitive underside of my insecure self. Then I realize, after many conversations with my preservice teachers, that the experience of grappling with one’s insecure self is one of the realities of beginning teaching. Instead of burying the more embarrassing events so my year does not look so grim or my ego so fragile, I believe that to have any value for beginning teachers this book must represent the experience honestly and fearlessly (without falling off the edge into excessive self-indulgence). Still, I realize that the experience of some beginning teachers is less problematic than mine was here. There are classes that are more conformist than mine; other beginning teachers will have different personalities than mine; or their skills might be more developed than mine were. Still, most beginning teachers do struggle, and the struggle is ultimately played out in their minds and with their bodies, as they work vigorously and anxiously to defend their selves from embarrassment and failure.

I wrote this book because I felt that there is a side of beginning teaching that is largely unaddressed in the teacher education canon. There are fine scholarly and popular books that chronicle the struggles of beginning teaching (e.g., Bullough, 1989; Codell, 1999; Danielewicz, 2001; Herndon, 1968; Huberman, 1993; Ryan, 1970; Ryan et al., 1980; Schoonmaker, 2002) as well as books that describe the struggles of experienced teachers (e.g., Dudley-Marling, 1997), including works of fiction (Blanchard & Ursula, 1996; Kidder, 1989).1 Most studies of beginning teaching have been done by researchers on others who are the beginning teachers. I believe this book is unique since the scholarly studies here have been conducted by the researcher on himself. Furthermore, I was a beginning teacher in terms of my practical knowledge and mature in terms of my theoretical knowledge. I believe that the tensions and contradictions in my positions as both novice and expert gave me fresh perspectives with which to examine teaching. Given my theoretical sensitivity, I hope the reader finds the rendering of my experience to be interesting, useful, and trustworthy.

I wrote this book for preservice teachers and beginning teachers to provide them with some reference points and perspectives on the problems and struggles they may face in their first years in the classroom. Sections of this book, in which I share more intimate moments of anxiety, fear, and despair, are very personal. For preservice and beginning teachers, part of the value of this book may be in the catharsis involved in reading a personal account of teaching and gaining a deeper, though partial, understanding of the teaching experience. Certainly, I hope that young teachers also construct insights and wisdom as they connect my texts with their own experience and theories about teaching. I also wrote the book for teacher educators to use with preservice and graduate students. The recommendations in part II center on the work of teacher educators and how they can help young teachers learn to negotiate and manage the challenges of teaching. For a small audience of teacher educators who are considering a similar sabbatical experience, this book can provide some perspectives, caveats, and even motivation regarding the prospect of “going back.” Finally, I expect that the book will be useful to individuals who are not involved in teaching and schools, so they can come to know (my sense of) the complexities of teaching.

THE BOOK’S THESIS

Teaching is imperfect and frustrating work, perhaps inherently so. The teacher’s task is to reconceptualize or reframe this imperfection in two ways that, on surface, appear to be contradictory. First, the task is to understand the imperfection that is inherent in teaching: there will always be a gap between the teacher’s intentions and the outcome of her work. Our goal as teachers is to effect some intellectual, social, or emotional growth or change in the students. However, the inherent frustration comes from our inability to control students, especially large numbers of students simultaneously, and get them to do exactly or nearly what we intend. One, some, or most students will, at times, not do what we teachers want them to do. The task for the teacher here is, first, to understand the complexities of teaching and then to accept and even celebrate these realities. However, accepting imperfection does not mean that the teacher gives up and acquiesces, for example, to partial learning outcomes for students or to disorder. It is the gap between intention and outcome that motivates and incites the teacher to improve her practice, serve students more effectively and compassionately, and close that persistent but inevitable gap.

Teaching is partial and frustrating also because of working conditions, and this type of frustration is not inherent in the work. Instead, this frustration stems from political processes that, historically, have left teachers and schools marginalized in terms of power, resources, and control. Teachers’ working conditions are both their own doing and the doing of others. In the book, I argue that teachers ought to resist, organize, and become politicized in response to frustrations that stem from inadequate funding, hierarchical power relations, and loss of curricular control. While frustration stemming from working conditions may appear to be taken for granted and not subject to critique and change, these conditions are historical and reflect certain economic, political, or cultural interests. Working conditions and school cultures can change, and teachers can be participants in the political process.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

The chapters in the second half of the book are all self-contained studies, and each examines research questions and data from clearly articulated theoretical frameworks. The reader can read the studies as well as the journal reflections to learn the specific theories I used to guide these studies. I used a theory called symbolic interactionism, as well as critical theories such as feminism and poststructural feminism, to place my thinking in a larger social and political context. From these perspectives, identity (including our behavior and emotions) is seen as a social construction, reflecting a mosaic of factors such as the individual’s personality, biography, immediate situation and partners, the immediate and larger cultural and historical context, and material resources. We are shaped by our external circumstances, but we have agency in shaping our own destinies as well. Our identities are shaped by power relations at the local level of our personal interactions and at the larger societal level. Identity also is reflected by the individual’s expression of personality and desires to negotiate the demands of particular situations. While we may have one somewhat stable core identity, across time and situations, we also have many identities that are constructed as our situations vary. Teacher identities, then, get constructed in the interaction between a complex set of microstructural dimensions (personality, personal history, school culture, colleagues, students, etc.) and macrostructural dimensions (history and culture of schooling, market economy, state laws and regulations, testing, gender, age, race, class, etc.) surrounding classrooms and schooling.

A BRIEF WORD ABOUT RESEARCH METHOD

Every night, I wrote impressionistically in a journal about my day in the classroom. In the journal, I generated a description of my experience, developed personal theories, did much planning, and vented emotions. I kept the journal with the idea of eventually using it as a source for professional publication. The journal is the single source of data for this study. My role in the field was what Adler and Adler (1994) would call a “complete membership role,” one in which researchers are “already members or those who become converted to genuine membership during the course of their research” (380). I was the teacher of the class, fully certified by the state, in charge of the curriculum and teaching for the afternoon.

In this self-study, I modified Clandinin and Connelly’s model for narrative inquiry (2000), which “begins with the researcher’s autobiographically-oriented narrative associated with the research puzzle” (41). As such, the purpose of this inquiry is not the creation of any new claims to knowledge but rather a representation of my experience so others may “imagine their own uses and applications” (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000, 42). Using some elements of autoethnography, my goal was

to encourage compassion and promote dialogue. . . . The stories we write put us into conversations with ourselves as well as with our readers. In conversation with ourselves, we expose our vulnerabilities, conflicts, choices, and values. We take measure of our uncertainties, our mixed emotions, and the multiple layers of our experience. . . . Often our accounts are unflattering and imperfect, but human and believable. . . . In conversation with our readers, we use storytelling as a method for inviting them to put themselves in our place (Ellis and Bochner, 2000, 748).

I realize this is a self-study, autobiographical, and therefore loaded with the perils of subjectivity, self-indulgent polemics, and narrow-mindedness. Because self-studies present special validity problems (Feldman, 2003), I used some traditional strategies in qualitative research to enhance the trustworthiness of my observations and assertions: clear description of data collection and analysis; sharing my writing with other teachers for their feedback; prolonged engagement in the field; and informing the work with other research and theory. I have grounded my “thick descriptions” and personal theories with the research and theory of others, and it is this conversation between myself and others that may further enhance the book’s credibility. Besides, I hope that my story alone resonates with the experiences of the readers. Still, following Clandinin, Connelly, Ellis, and Bochner, the believability of this study, in the end, will depend on the readers’ ability to imagine themselves in my shoes.

WOODBRIDGE ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

Woodbridge Elementary School (a pseudonym), situated in the U.S. Pacific Northwest, is a public school located in a low-income section of town; 90 percent of the school’s students were on free or reduced lunches. About 85 percent of the students at the time of this study were Euro-American, and most of the others were Latino or Asian American.

In my state, like most other U.S. states, the legislature has mandated a huge set of standards and benchmarks, for all the subject areas, that students are required to meet at certain junctures of their school career. Students are formally tested at third, fifth, eighth, and tenth grades on these standards, and it is expected that teachers teach and assess their students on these benchmarks at all grade levels. The standards-based approach to schools puts pressure on teachers and students in several ways (e.g., see Ohanian, 1999). The first pressure represents a concern that challenges the logic of the standards. The next three do not critique the logic of the standards and, instead, reflect a functionalist concern for efficiency.

First, there is an impression among many teachers that the standards are too rigorous, and that large numbers of students (especially poor students, students of color, and the students whose native language is not English) will not meet the standards. Importantly, the standards and their tests do not represent the interests and perspectives of the poor, students of color, or second-language learners. Many teachers, myself included, have a sense that this framework poses extraordinary problems for poor students, given the resources currently available to schools and poor families. Second, there is a pressure on teachers by the public nature of accountability. Many states, including my own, publish ratings of schools based on how well their students do on the tests. Third, the management of this system for teachers is unwieldy and burdensome. Huge numbers of forms and assessments have to be generated on individual students for each set of standards that is mandated by the state. In my state, elementary teachers have to assess students based on a large set of benchmarks in mathematics, reading, writing, and speaking. And fourth, many teachers are frustrated that the state’s mandate for “reform” is essentially unfunded, so the obvious resources needed to make the standards system work as intended are unavailable (Conley and Goldman, 1995). All of these pressures are particularly difficult for teachers and students in low-income school communities.

The school’s curriculum reflected a child-centered approach typical of the English infant schools of the 1960s. Behind the leadership of the principal and a group of activist teachers, Woodbridge began to take a constructivist, child-centered approach in the early 1990s.2 Textbooks were abandoned, and teachers developed curricula using collections of constructivist teaching materials (e.g., Burns, 1992). Classes were combined with mixed age groups of children in what is called “nongraded primary.” At Woodbridge, classroom management practices tended to avoid extrinsic reward systems and, instead, relied on the notion of building community, appeals to group pressure, and “making good choices.” (For example, when a student misbehaved, a typical adult response was, “What should you be doing now?” Or when one student hurt another, the victim was directed to tell the perpetrator, “Tell Joseph how that made you feel. What can you do to solve this problem?”)

The school was (and still is) located in the low-income section of the town. In the early 1990s, the poverty rate of the school population was about 60 percent. It was about this time that the school district implemented school choice, so parents could send their children to any school in the district as long as there was room at the receiving school. Some middle-class parents were unhappy with Woodbridge’s child-centered approaches, and they began to move their children to neighboring schools. As the school lost middle-class families, the increasing percentage of high-poverty families (along with the associated behavior problems) drove away even more middle-class families. By 1998, the year of my sabbatical, approximately 90 percent of the school’s students were on free or reduced lunch.

I job shared with Dorothy, a veteran of about twenty years as a classroom teacher. Dorothy, who I knew from her work with our student teachers from the university, had just given birth to her second child, and she wanted to teach half-time for the first year of her daughter’s life. I thought that a half-time position would give me time to read, reflect, and write about my return to the classroom. Dorothy taught the morning (reading and writing); I arrived at the school at 11:15 a.m., I debriefed with her for about ten minutes about the morning, and then the students entered the room after lunch recess, at 12:15 p.m. Between then and 2:35 p.m., I taught mathematics, social studies, science, and some language arts. I had a full-time instructional assistant, Barbara, who taught small groups and managed paperwork and materials for me. I had the support of a student teacher, Fran, who worked in the room on and off during the year.

I taught twenty-five students in a classroom typical in size and shape: a rectangular room that was twenty-five feet by thirty feet. Of my twenty-five students, about half showed signs of exceptionalities. These exceptionalities included attention deficit disorder, reactive attachment disorder, chronic depression, and conduct disorder. Two of my students were fetal alcohol babies whose behavior was volatile and frequently immature or irrational. About twelve of the students were first graders, seven were second graders, and six were third graders. Of the third graders, only two were useful as role models as problem solvers and self-managers for the younger students.

A SHORT BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH

This book is a study of my identities as a teacher. One of the points I make in the book, especially in the chapter on teacher identity, is that one’s biography is paradigmatically implicated in one’s identities. Therefore, it is important for me to sketch a brief autobiography here. The purpose of this self-disclosure is to make visible to the reader some of my beliefs and values, grounded in my experience, that might be relevant to the teacher identities represented in the book.

I am a Euro-American Jewish male. I never experienced poverty or abuse. My family life was stable and nurturing. My parents stayed married until my father’s death in 1982. I also benefited from the support of an extended family, since my father’s brother and his family lived next door. My father always worried about money, and my mother chose to work as a secretary in the middle years. Still, we had enough food on the table, trips to Yankee Stadium, and the occasional summer vacations in the Catskills. I have lived most of my life in the second half of the twentieth century, so I was spared the explicit anti-Semitism that my grandparents and parents experienced in the first half of the century. Given the color of my skin, my maleness, my epoch, and an emotionally and economically stable family, I have had a privileged economic and cultural position. I recognize that my position is not my doing, but a matter of chance.

I was born in New Jersey in 1951, the youngest of three boys. My mother stayed home during the first twelve years of my life, and my father ran the family-owned mom and pop toy store. I was, at best, an average academic achiever. I grew up and went to public school in the same town. After high school, I went to Rider College in New Jersey, where I majored in political science. My plan had been to become a lawyer ever since I had read Anatomy of a Murder when I was in junior high school. However, after graduation I decided that, instead, I needed to travel and work odd jobs for a few years, which is what I did.

I was working the assembly line in a Revlon perfume factory near my home town when I saw Conrack, a movie about a young male elementary school teacher whose conception of his teaching self was that of change agent.3 The image of Conrack as a change agent appealed to my desire to make a difference in the world. I figured, What better way to change the world than as an elementary school teacher? After the movie and a bit of nudging from Hilda, an old family friend and also a teacher, I began exploring teaching as a profession. I enrolled in a one-year master’s program at Rutgers University. By the summer of 1976, I had my master’s degree and teaching license. My approach to teaching included practices such as discovery learning, writing to learn, and the project approach.

I could not find a teaching job in New Jersey, and the school year had just started in September. I saw a help wanted ad in the New York Times: there were several teacher openings at the Stavanger American School in Norway. There had been a sudden rise in enrollment, and the school needed more teachers. Since I had a passport, was single, and could move to Stavanger on short notice, I found myself teaching a class of third graders a week later. In Stavanger, Norway! The school was funded by oil companies based in and around the North Sea. Unfortunately, the school provided me with little support as a beginning teacher, and I acknowledge that my performance as a first-year teacher was weak. I was not renewed after the one year.

I returned to the States a year later, ended up in Boulder, Colorado, and eventually found a job teaching fifth grade in Grand Junction. I had a successful teaching experience in Grand Junction; I taught fourth, fifth, and sixth grades during a six-year period. Looking back, I remember relying on the textbook exclusively to structure my teaching of mathematics. In reading, I used novels and other primary sources along with the basal series. In language arts, I did not use the textbook and had enough intuitive sense to have the students write every day about their experiences and from
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