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Many states are moving towards using Standards of Learning (SOLs) to assess each teacher's ability to teach specific content and each student's ability to learn specific content. Do you think that these types of requirements constitute a "piecemeal" change or a "systemic" change in our education system? Why?

The school system I work for is moving to block scheduling next year in all of the middle schools.  This could not be a better time to make the change.  We recently went from teaching a 5-period day to a 6-period day, which not only increased the number of students we taught, but also decreased the amount of time we had to focus on our student’s needs as individuals.  Teaching in Virginia, we have had the SOLs around for a long time.  The standards students must achieve are getting more difficult each year.  I think that we have already assessed our students using this method for so long, that is is now second nature to them.  They know that they have “the big test” at the end of the year and frankly, from a student standpoint, the SOLs are just a test to get through the year.  With this attitude, we are creating a piecemeal change.  Students are taught memorization strategies as opposed to content and are practically threatened with their lives if they don’t do well.  The pressure is overwhelming for teachers and students.  It is not until recently that Virginia has seen the push to measure a teacher’s performance based on their scores for the SOL tests, but it is coming down the line quickly.  This year, my school system moved to a new “grade point average” method of evaluating teachers.  If you didn’t cut it, you received less than a 3.0 and were reprimanded heavily (based on 2010-2011 formative assessment scores and last year’s SOL scores).

If we are expecting our students to memorize a bunch of answers for a test, how can we expect our teachers to deliver a quality education?  I do not believe that judging a teacher solely on the scores of one test is fair by any means.   There are so many factors (socially, environmentally, emotionally) that make up our kids and one bad day for a student may be one bad test score.  In a recent faculty meeting, we were introduced to a book written by Carol Dweck.  She says that we as teachers need to move from a fixed mindset to a growth mindset and it’s our responsibility to teach our students to do the same.  A fixed mindset is simply an “I’ve never been able to do it, so I never will be able to do it” way of thinking instead of an “I may not be successful this time because it’s new to me, but I will get back up and try again until I succeed” way of thinking.  This mindset will create a systemic change in our education system.  This mindset can help students make leaps and bounds in their own education and change our society as a whole.  I believe if we do not move in this direction, we are setting ourselves and our kids up for failure by creating robots that memorize answers to a test instead of well-rounded human beings that can think, create, and do for themselves.
Do you think that this type of change is realistic and feasible in your work environment? Taking into account the features listed in Table 3, have you seen this type of change in your workplace? If so, briefly explain these changes. If not, explain one thing you could do to implement this type of change.
It is interesting that this topic is being covered right now because I am currently facing a situation at in my school district that completely lends itself to this idea.  Not only did the county I teach in just administer a new way of evaluating all teachers, but we are moving to a block schedule in our middle schools next year and have been in an ongoing training this year to have a successful transition.  We are currently on a traditional 6-class teaching rotation and a 7-period day.  Each period is 46 minutes and offers just enough time to introduce a lesson, direct instruct for a few minutes, give some notes, and then it’s nearly time for students to switch classes.  Teachers have no common planning times, no time to remediate, and if we do remediate, it’s during our paid time off (lunch).  In order to allow time to vary, as stated by Reigeluth, it would be practically impossible in the situation we are faced with right now.  I feel like as teachers in our current setting, we have to be more like circus performers and paper pushers than actual teachers.  We have no time to truly get to know our students, to understand their ability/needs, or to increase that achievement.

Given an opportunity to switch from a traditional schedule to a block schedule is very welcomed.  Next year, all subject areas will have a common planning period of 92 minutes, which will be broken into two parts.  One part will be set aside for meeting several times a week and the other half will be used to remediate those students who are struggling or need extra attention, a much needed addition to our schedule.  That will truly let our emphasis become keeping achievement constant and letting the amount of time vary in our lessons and our classrooms.  The change in our teachers is overwhelming.  The attitudes about block scheduling vary and some “old school” teachers are having a hard time letting go of their “dictatorship” in the classroom.  The training we are doing is how to transform ourselves as teachers from an authority figure to a facilitator in the classroom.  We are moving into the differentiated instruction and flexible grouping methods of teaching for next year.  There are very few teachers that already use these methods at the school I teach in, so it will be a hard and challenging journey for most.  As I mentioned, I am trying to soak up everything I can and focus on making next year the best year possible.  I am looking forward to having more time with my students, increased lab time, and the ability to truly let go and let my students have control of their own learning.  It is this mindset that Reigeluth believes all teachers need to have and next year will truly allow myself and my fellow teachers to gain that mindset.
