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Extended Team Teaching Reflection


I was surprised when I saw the classroom I would be team teaching in: a small, disorderly, dark, basement computer lab.  I guess when I imagined a classroom, I pictured straight rows of desks and the sun shining through big windows along the walls of a large classroom.  Well, I’ve been warned that one never knows what to expect when it comes to teaching!  Young Park’s ESL 004 class, ESL/Composition for American Academic Communication 1, meets every Tuesday and Thursday from 11:15am to 12:30pm in the basement of Sparks, room 011.  The first step was to observe one of his classes.

During my observation of Young’s class, I noticed a lack of student participation.  It was apparent in my observation that the lecture-style of this class is routine and students were easily distracted by their computers.  Students went back-and-forth from paying attention to Young, to playing on their computers and it was unclear whether anyone was learning.  Young didn’t enforce any form of discipline.  When Young broke from the lecture to ask questions, most of the time students didn’t volunteer answers, and Young never called on anyone.  I write this not to criticize Young, but to build a foundation to explain my reasoning behind my teaching.


After the classroom observation, I knew my goal and the foundation behind all decisions I would make for this team teaching assignment: engage students.  My teammates and I met a few days before the day we would practice teach, developing our lesson plan and discussing our plan of action.  We all wanted to teach to our students, rather than at them which means that we needed to leave a lot of room for spontaneity in our lesson plan.  


Young gave us the topic for our team teach, nominalization, but we had freedom with how we would plan, implement, and teach it.  We made an undetailed lesson plan arranged in 15 minute increments where each of us had freedom for spontaneity.  We wanted to stray from the traditional lesson set-up of introduce, explain, show, do.  So, we began with showing, then introducing and explaining, and finally activities.  We thought that by showing first, we could catch the students’ attention and get them interested in nominalization, wanting to know what it is.  I shared my thoughts on engaging the students and my teammates agreed that should avoid a lecture-style lesson and try a discussion-style lesson.  Our lesson plan consisted of many questions to ask the class as a whole to start a discussion to engage students.  Our lesson plan seemed good in theory, but was much different in practice.  

Practice teaching our lesson plan in APLNG 493 was not what we expected, and, consequently, a major learning experience.  Our idea to begin with showing, rather than introducing, failed as an attention grabber and succeeded only in confusing all of our practice students.  If our class couldn’t follow us, how would the ESL students from 004?  Later on, we found that our examples were confusing too.  In all of our sections, examples came from different sentences and different topics.  Once again, if TESL graduate students were having trouble understanding, how would our undergraduate ESL students fair?  Making all examples come from the same source was something I never thought of, but an obvious way to make explaining and showing more understandable.  My teammate, Ann, used my discussion question during our practice teaching, leaving me with only an activity.  This was an anticipated problem, leaving me wondering how to fill my fifteen minutes.  The practice teach helped us figure out how to manage our time better.  We learned a lot from our feedback during our practice teach and made many alterations to our original lesson plan.

With our improved lesson plan, we went into classroom 004 feeling confident, prepared, and excited.  We learned in our practice teach that our lesson was not predictable enough and while the traditional class layout may be boring, it is predictable.  We changed our lesson to follow a more traditional layout: introduction, show, explain, show, explain, show, and do.  With a more predictable set-up, we hoped that this would encourage the quiet class to participate.  My teammate, Qiang, engineered participation in her small-group activity at the end of her portion of the lesson.  My teammate, Seth, tried to engage students during his explanation by asking questions for discussion.  Ann engineered participation in her small-group activity, going around the room asking each small group for an answer.  I attempted discussion my asking questions to the class, but did not engineer participation neither in my class activity, nor my small-group activity.  My excitement grew when students responded and asked me questions, and when Seth and Ann jumped in to help me answer them.  I feel that without them jumping in, my answers to some questions were unclear, inarticulate, and thus, ineffective.  We had about five minutes to wrap-up at the end and Seth came up with an in-flight decision to end in large-group discussion about what the students learned about nominalization.  

During my team teaching, I learned that I have to be flexible, be ready for anything, and have fun.  Although I wanted to make sure my section of the lesson was predictable for students, they were very unpredictable and kept me on my toes.  I have never taught prior to this experience (except for tutoring), so I learned that one of the joys of teaching is student unpredictability.  Constantly being flexible to deal with unpredictability could be tiring or stressful, but because this is a daily challenge in the life of a teacher, we have to learn to make this fun.  The unpredictability of the classroom exhilarating to me and reminds me of being on stage.  I thought our team teach went really well, hundreds of times better than our practice teach, but there are many things I would change if I had the change to do it again.  

When we watched our recorded team teach during our stimulated recall session, I had many complaints about myself as a teacher versus my image of a teacher.  I felt that my laughter was a bit shrill and nervous, I had weird intonation, spoke too quickly and too quietly at times, and crazy hand gestures; next time I teach, I will try to have more control and think about my volume, gestures, and pitch.  Admittedly, watching one’s self on video, or even hearing one’s own voice recorded, is strange, so I tried to look past the things I didn’t like about my voice, my facial expressions, my hair, and anything else that is just part of “me.”  I wish I was more articulate and clear, how I expect teachers to sound.  I need to work on developing a teaching voice so I sound more like my professor and less like a teenager.  I want students to easily understand me, which is why I need to improve some of these factors; others are just a part of me that I have to learn to accept.  

There weren’t many thoughts running through my head during the team teach, due to nerves, but the stimulated recall session helped me remember the few there were.  While my teammates were teaching, I tried to encourage students by smiling and nodding at them.  Throughout the team teach, I was worrying about the time—I thought we would have too much time leftover and nothing to fill it with.  During Qiang’s section, she asked a question that the students misunderstood; this was a painful experience, but a great reminder that this could happen at anytime to anybody and teachers need to look for signs of students’ not understanding.  I needed to do this after the instructions of my first activity.  I wanted students to fill in the blank collectively, but no one responded.  After a short silence, I told them I would do the first one and filled in the blank for them; it clicked and the class seemed to say, “Ohhh.”  They answered the rest of the questions without problem.  I realized then that they had not understood my directions.  I needed to look for signs of students not understanding, just like Qiang; and it would have helped if I would have modeled what I was looking for.  In our recall session, I noticed many times a student was hard to hear, but I failed to rephrase and repeat to the class what he/she said.  I unstrategically told a student that I couldn’t hear him, but there are many other ways I could have handled this situation.  I think I should have engineered participation when students were not volunteering to answer, or waited longer for someone to speak up.  

Shoulda, woulda, coulda.  I should have spoken clearer, should have controlled my gestures and intonation better; would not have worried about the time, would have modeled my instructions; could have paraphrased quiet responses, could have engineered participation.  Without our recall session and without watching myself on film, I wouldn’t have noticed all these shoulda, woulda, and couldas.  There will always shoulda, woulda, and couldas, and this experience taught me how important it is to self-reflect and find areas of improvement.  I have gained invaluable knowledge and experience in planning, implementing, and teaching lessons, and also about myself as a teacher.  I’m relieved to have had this experience before I start teaching!  
*All names used are pseudonyms 
