Jessica Steffel: Lifelong Learner

I have felt a very strong attachment to the title of Lifelong Learner since I first heard it during my undergraduate years.  In two words, it sums up how I feel about myself as a learner.  The feeling of exhilaration I feel when learning new information is amazing.  (If only I felt that way about exercise!)  I am one of those geeks that loves PD days, loves conferences, and loves reading and participating in my staff PLC.  They are opportunities to share what I know and learn from others.  I never know where the next AHA! idea is going to come from, and all of these experiences shape my thinking and my teaching.

My participation in the Master’s program for Educational Technology at Michigan State University has been a fascinating step in my professional learning.  This summer (2010) I took a combination of three courses in a compact 6-week session.  Our professor and his teaching assistants told us to be prepared for our minds to be blown, and I have to agree with that statement because I feel I have made some pretty dramatic transformations in my thinking and my goals for my students and my fellow staff members.  My dual role as teacher and educational technology consultant for my district puts me in the unique position to share some of these transformations.  Let me walk you through my journey…

Lesson 1: Examining Misconceptions
As a K-1 Multiage teacher, I witness students working through misconceptions every day.  When we study solids and liquids, they have a difficult time with some magnetism experiments because some of the metallic objects (like the brass button) do not stick to the magnet, yet the pipe cleaner does.  This confounds them!  It doesn’t fit with their concept that metals stick to magnets.  When I read “What is learning and what does it look like when it doesn’t go well?” By Lee S. Schulman, I thought of these instances where students are using their own concepts to understand new material.  According to Schulman, learning may only happen when current understandings are brought to the forefront and examined.  The learner applies this understanding to new ideas and concepts and attempts to reconcile them together.  
Schulman has inspired me to spend more time in lessons allowing students to access their concepts (“getting the inside out”) as part of a lesson.  Once we’ve gotten the inside out, activities and discussions are key to enriching the knowledge, and the social interaction around the content will help learners construct new understandings most effectively.  This highlights the importance of the “after the experiment” sharing time.  In a time-crunched day, this can be quickly glossed over in favor of getting other things in, but I now understand that without that social interaction and discussion of the understandings, students may be leaving a lesson with fundamental misconceptions (and I wouldn’t even know it).
During the summer course we revisited behavioral theory, cognitive theory and sociocultural theory.  While I found many behavioral concepts reinforce my methods of managing the classroom, it was our study of cognitive and sociocultural theory that caused me to reflect on my teaching of content to students.  I have to admit that, much like Levstik and Barton assert in their chapter of Doing History called “The Theory Behind Disciplined Inquiry”, I found that I tend to stick with what works.  Practical application was most useful, and I gravitated towards information that gave me specifics about the “how” of teaching.  Levstik and Barton say that “good theory helps teachers make sense of their own experience,” and that is exactly the sentiment that I am experiencing after this summer session.
Two years ago, I began organizing units of instruction around driving questions.  This accomplishes two things: first, the questions drive curiosity and thus, motivation; and second, I can more critically weed out activities that don’t help us find the answers to our questions.  As a result, I do fewer paper and pencil tasks, and hold a lot more discussions.  I was doing it because I think it works better, and my students show more understanding.  In fact, I think I’ve drawn out many misconceptions I never knew my students had!  Now, I realize some of the theory behind this method of teaching.
From a cognitive theory standpoint, I understand that my learners must be an active part in the lesson so that their intellectual ability will assist them in building concepts.  I must make sure they link their prior knowledge with any new knowledge, and encourage discovery learning.  My driving questions approach, which may start with a question such as “Why is knowing about the weather important to us?” encourages questions, discussion and exploration.  During the unit, students will touch on the standards and benchmarks related to weather, but the question gives them a context within which to fit this new information.  This will help them as they encode information in their memory and later retrieve it.  As I said, I was doing this because I think it works.  Now I understand that I do it as an educational application of cognitive theory.

The sociocultural perspective is not one I had spent time exploring before this class.  However, I now know that I was using some of the concepts in my classroom without knowing the vocabulary to put with it.  When we hold writer’s workshop, and do read-to-self and read-to-partners, we practicing situative cognition, just as we are when we are examining the development of our chicks and our butterflies.  We take on the role of writer, reader, and scientist.  We practice activities that are “true” to these fields, and in theory, this allows students to transfer the skills and thinking (their concepts) outside of the classroom (situation) in which they learned it.

After exploring these theories this summer, I have renewed vigor and drive to examine my school day to find: more time for talk, more time for exploration, and more opportunities to get to deeper understanding.  
Lesson 2: TPACK Rules!
It makes me smile when I consider my thinking of just five years ago, as I thumbed through an educational software catalog to find something our students could do on computers.  I knew we needed them to use more technology, but I didn’t look beyond skill and drill.  Well, the result is that my district now owns a pretty snazzy skill and drill piece of software that no one uses anymore.  Why?  Because we have had the big AHA that told us that the potential for the technology is much more than those programs.

One of the greatest things that has come from this class is the way to formalize this thinking, in the form of TPACK.  TPACK suggests that only when the technology works with pedagogy (how students learn) and content knowledge (subject matter) will it be integrated effectively and have the most impact on learning and understanding.
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  In my classroom, there are some things I’ll be doing differently this year as a result of understanding this framework.  For starters, I will more carefully choose the tasks that students do during centers and free play time.  There are a lot of fun websites and games that they like to do, but I know there are some that aren’t a good use of their time.  My idea is to offer some choices that they can do to show their knowledge about a concept.  An example would be for students to make a project that shows their understanding of a letter sound, a life cycle, a number story, or any number of things that relate.  They can then present their project to the class via Smartboard or print resource.  Students get a chance to use the computer at a center 4 or more out of every 10 days, which is about 30 minutes per week.  I am excited for them to spend this time in ways that enhance their understanding and do less drill practice.  Pedagogically speaking, it will be a grand improvement!
Lesson 3: Examining Motivation
During this summer session, I found myself reflecting on my own motivation for success.  Our ungraded assignments had me particularly perplexed, as I cared a great deal about those products, for no extrinsic reward such as a grade.  I found that because I liked what I was doing, had the opportunity to present it in a fun way, and was able to work with other people, I wanted to do my 110% best.  I wondered, “is this normal?”  From class discussions, I would say that it is.  Many people expressed this same sentiment.

Dan Pink, author of Drive, has an animated audio presentation available on YouTube.  His talk shows decidedly that extrinsic rewards are not effective for tasks which involve even rudimentary cognitive skill.  Bigger rewards then lead to poorer performance.  He claims that if companies really want to motivate their workers, they must allow for autonomy, mastery, and purpose.  In a classroom like mine, I take that to mean I need to give students choice over how they learn and how they present what they learn (autonomy), time to practice to really get good at something (mastery) and a reason for learning it (purpose).  I’m sold on this idea because I experienced my own motivation in this class.  I was very motivated by our physics video project, in which we explored how balls drop in different ways.  We were given very loose directions (autonomy) and the chance to prove we understood the concept (mastery).  There were many purposes hidden in the project, but two that stood out to me were examining our own misconceptions by doing an experiment and considering an alternative method of teaching a concept like this.  This assignment was right at the intersection of technology, pedagogy, and content knowledge.  I am determined to find a way for my young students to experience something like this.  I am thinking to start with our exploration of plants in the fall.  A few cameras, some seeds, some soil, and some water could lead to some very interesting projects!
Some people have had the curiousity taught right out of them.  I became sad as I realized this while reading Linda Lumsden’s article entitled “Student Motivation to Learn.”  As she pointed out, it is rare to hear a preschool parent say their student isn’t motivated.  I am fortunate that I rarely witness it in my K-1 classroom, either.  When one in four don’t even graduate because school becomes such a chore, that tells me that something is happening between those ages; something we need to seriously address.  Lumsden asserts that “the sources to which children attribute their successes (commonly effort, ability, luck or level of task difficulty) and failures (often lack of ability or lack of effort) have important implications for how they approach and cope with learning situations.”
Frank J. Kros, of the Upside Down Organization, once visited my staff and shared a story of his two children.  He told his daughter, the oldest, how smart she was from early on.  They were always telling her she was so smart.  She came to realize that things were only worth doing if she was “smart” at them, and doesn’t handle challenges well.  They never told his son, the youngest, that he was smart, but praised his efforts and strategy.  The son isn’t afraid of any challenge and goes after any problem with a lot of tenacity.  I want my students to be motivated by challenges rather than shy away from them.   With well-designed activities created in the TPACK framework, I believe my students will feel an intrinsic motivation and step up to a challenge rather than back down from it.
Now What? 

Now that I’ve taken these courses, I’m devoted to the TPACK model, to motivating my students more effectively, and planning time and discussion to deal with misconceptions as I teach so that I students reach deeper understanding.  
Jessica Steffel: Lifelong Learner, Continued…

My personal learning community is well-established and growing.  Over the next five years, I will continue to make connections and seek out resources that make me a better teacher.  This section outlines my professional plans and interests along with some of the resources I plan to use to continue to learn about them:

Creativity: The new Bloom’s taxonomy prizes creativity at the very top, and I plan to explore more ways to have students use multiple creative outlets to explore and demonstrate their understanding.  Resources: Larry Ferlazzo’s Blog, Google Alert: Creativity in Education
Personal Professional Connections: Finding other teachers who are using and talking about the same principles that I am.  Resources: Classroom 2.0, Twitter (@joebower, @kellypower, @Grade1 are some that I follow now, and I expect the list to expand), Edutopia community
Differentiating Instruction and Universal Design:  These two concepts are correlated in my practice as a teacher.  As I differentiate, I try to use principles of universal design as well.  Resources: CAST Publications, Google Alert: Universal Design for Learning
TPACK: I’m excited to have been introduced to TPACK and will be following it as it continues to develop.  Resource: Punya Mishra’s blog, Google Alert: TPACK

Coursework: I plan to complete the Master’s program.  Within a few years after that, I would like to start the Educational Technology online PhD as well, but that will depend on when my husband and I have children.  It is a life goal, but it may be put on hold for awhile longer.  Resources: Instructors and Classmates
I’ve chosen these resources because I know them to be valid ways to access information and I trust them as sources.  This could never be an exhaustive list because I know how quickly information changes.  As a lifelong learner, I’ll be on the lookout for any new resources or ideas that will help me master the art and science of teaching!  

