Teacher Work Sample: Part 1

Context Statement and Instructional Implications
Context Statement:
The Community, District and School
Jefferson Elementary school is located in Maplewood, New Jersey.  Maplewood is a town with a population of approximately 24,000.  The town is only 3.8 miles in area but is very near both Newark, NJ and New York City.  56% of the population is white; 33% is black; 5% is Hispanic; other minorities collectively comprise less than 7% of the population.  The quiet town has high property values and most families are fairly comfortable economically.  The median household income as of 2000 was $79,637. (Source: www.city-data.com)

Jefferson Elementary School embraces the mission statement established by the South Orange and Maplewood School District.  The mission statement is as follows:

“The mission of the School District of South Orange and Maplewood, New Jersey is to provide each student with a quality education within a diverse community of learners that values academic excellence.  A graduate of the South Orange and Maplewood School District will be a responsible citizen, a caring and ethical individual, a critical thinker, a problem solver, an independent learner, a collaborative worker, and  a quality producer. (Source:  www.somsd.k12.nj.us/)

Located in a very residential area, Jefferson Elementary School is surrounded on all sides by suburban houses in Maplewood, New Jersey.  There are ten schools in the South Orange/Maplewood School District.  Most students who attend Jefferson have come from Marshall Elementary School; the two schools are within a mile of one another.  Marshall services students from K-Second Grade while Jefferson services students from Third-Fifth grade.

There are 386 students in Jefferson Elementary.  48% are white; 43% are black, 4% are Hispanic; 4% are Asian; and less than 1% are Native American.  The average class size for third grade in this school is 22 students.  For grades four and five, the average class size is 23.  The student-to-faculty ratio is 12-1.  The students generally come from well-to-do, upper-middle class families.  Only 12% of the students receive free or reduced lunches, while the state average is 27%.  

As far as student achievement is concerned, 69% of students at Jefferson Elementary have met or exceeded the standards of the third-grade NJ ASK in mathematics in recent years.  In addition, 80% of students have met or exceeded the standards of the third-grade NJ ASK in Language Arts.  Both figures are below average within the school district.  (Source: www.GreatSchools.net)

Parents are very involved at Jefferson Elementary.  There is an active PTA organization that meets regularly and has its own website (www.jeffersonschoolpta.org/).  Parents are also invited to observe their students within the classroom whenever they see fit.  There is a strong line of communication between the administrators, faculty, and parents.

Parents volunteer frequently within the school.  Most classrooms have a “Class Mother,” or father in some cases, who will visit the class often to assist with parties, large-scale activities, or extra-curricular events.  There is a very high turnout on Back To School Night, when parents are invited to come in and speak with teachers and administrators both in group and one-on-one conferences.

At the beginning of the school year, students are asked to bring home school handbooks which they are required to read and review with their parents.  Both the students and their parents are required to sign the handbooks, which outline the school and district policies.  In this way, Jefferson Elementary makes sure that parents are aware of the school’s rules and regulations.  This means of communication allows the parents to know what sorts of rights and responsibilities their children are given.

Jefferson Elementary has many inclusive classrooms where students with disabilities are mainstreamed for most of their day.  For certain academic subjects, students may be pulled from the classroom to receive additional assistance in areas of weakness.  There is an on-site resource room with two full-time special education teachers.  Math and Language Arts, the two subjects that are of particular interest in the NJ ASK, are the two subjects in which students receive the most outside assistance.  In addition, there is a speech therapist on site who assists students who need help with speech by means of a pull-out program.

In the case of certain students with special needs, an aide will sometimes work fulltime with the student within the mainstream classroom.  The aide collaborates with the main classroom teacher in order to provide specialized attention to the needs of the student.

The Classroom

The class consists of 24 third-grade students.  The students in the classroom are seated in rows of either two or three desks across.  The teacher chose to orient the desks in this fashion rather than in group clusters (as other teachers have done) in order to prevent excessive socialization during direct instruction.  Although the students are in this rather rigid setup during instruction time, the teacher will often allow them to use other classroom spaces (writing tables, floor space, etc) to do individual or pair work after she is done teaching.  There are different stations around the classroom to better facilitate learning.  There is a writing station, a reading station, a math station, and a quiet work station, where students may go during any of their free time to either engage in recreational reading or writing, or to complete work that they did not finish earlier in the day.  The classroom’s main chalkboard is at the front of the classroom and spans the entire length of the wall, so that the teacher has enough room to write largely for the benefit of those who are visually impaired.


There is a great deal of technology incorporated throughout the classroom.  The teacher has a computer station where she is able to take attendance and receive emails regarding school activities.  The students are not permitted to use this computer, although they are able to utilize the computers in the computer lab that they visit once a week.  There is a television in the room for video instruction purposes, and there is an overhead projector that allows the teacher to teach with an overhead visual aid.


The classroom also has a number of non-technological resources.  The teacher has an extensive library that her students are able to borrow books from whenever they wish.  There is a grammar center within the classroom that has a collection of dictionaries, thesauruses, and other reference materials that are available to the students.  Additionally, the classroom has direct access to an enclosed outdoor garden area, where science often takes place.  In this outdoor setting, students are able to observe the world around them and experience much of the science that they are learning within the classroom. 


The students are grouped within the classroom according to two factors, depending on what subject is being taught.  For subjects like spelling and math, students are placed in groups based upon their abilities as demonstrated on standardized tests.  For subjects like reading and writing, students are permitted to choose their own groups based upon their level of comfort with the material.  For example, in reading students choose which group they are assigned to based upon how fast they know they read.  Similarly, in writing students choose partners to work with based upon what they know to be their strengths and weaknesses (and thus choose partners from whom they could most benefit and assist).


Behavior management and discipline is not very complex within the classroom.  There are a series of reward systems set up that award good behavior and positive interactions, and students therefore have a strong incentive to do what is right.  If students do not behave or act out inappropriately, they generally receive a single verbal warning.  If they do not respond to the warning, the student is usually written up and must spend ten minutes inside during recess, to serve a detention.  If students still will not comply even after being assigned this short detention, the detention will be increased to encompass their entire recess.  In the rare case that students still will not respond to their instructions, they will be sent to the principal.  There is a general understanding within the classroom regarding both the reward and discipline systems and students typically comply without being reminded to do so.


Perhaps this compliance is in part due to the fact that the classroom rules are not terribly complex or difficult.  The teacher requires that students turn in all work completed and on time.  She requires that students always remain respectful to themselves, one another, and to their environment.  She encourages sharing, compassion, understanding, and responsibility.  Disrespect, name-calling, or physical interactions of any kind are absolutely not tolerated.  Students were made aware of these rules on the very first day of school and do their best to always follow them.  In the case that they do not, the students usually accept responsibility for their actions.


The students schedule changes from day to day, although there are several routines that carry over throughout the entire week.  One such routine is their morning routine.  It consists of a math exercise, and editing exercise, and writing down their homework.  After the completion of this routine (which generally spans half an hour), students complete math, language arts, spelling, social studies, and science, which each take place at a set time depending on the day of the week.  Monday, Wednesday, and Friday have similar class orders, and Tuesday and Thursday share many schedule similarities as well.  The students are always made aware of the daily schedule as it is written on the front board each day.  A final routine that takes place is at the end of the day, when the students are given their homework sheets.  At this time, the teacher checks that they have successfully recorded their homework and are bringing home all necessary materials to complete it.  At the end of this routine, the students line up in alphabetical order and are dismissed.


Participation is required from all students in the class.  At times, the teacher will call on students who raise their hands to offer answers during a lesson.  In order to maintain equal participation from the entire class, though, the teacher will also randomly draw names from a bucket.  In this way, she is able to make sure each student understands what is being taught.  Rather than simply calling on the confident students who know the answer right away, she works with students who may not be so sure of themselves by asking for random students to participate.

The students themselves are very diverse.  In this particular classroom, there are 24 students, with the majority being white.  There are several Asian students, several African American Students, and several Middle-Eastern students.  Each student seems to be very proud of their background and nationality.  Throughout the year, the class will be discussing different cultural celebrations and traditions that take place throughout the world and the students are very eager to share what they know.  There are many Jewish, Christian, and Muslim students who enjoy sharing their heritage with the rest of the class.  Every child in the class speaks English fluently as their first language, and two of the students also know Spanish.  There are 11 boys and 13 girls in the class.

The children could not be more different and diverse developmentally.  Some students are very high-functioning in reading but poor in math, and vice-versa.  On whole, the class scored average on their testing at the end of second grade.  Nearly half of the students, however, are pulled out for Project Ahead (a remedial program that assists students in reading and mathematics) three times a week.  Some of the students are very mature and exhibit empathy and understanding to others in the classroom in ways not typical of a third grade student.  Other students are not so mature, and still fight amongst themselves over inconsequential matters.  The level of maturity is high enough, though, that students will often serve as mediators when these conflicts occur.

Most of the students appear to be very visual learners.  They enjoy and most benefit from learning from work that is written on the board or on the overhead.  If examples are written down, the students are much more likely to achieve than if they are merely instructed verbally.  Some students prefer that complete instructions are given to them on paper in addition to being told to them out loud due to processing differences.  The students enjoy learning with hands-on methods and so the teacher often uses manipulatives whenever possible.

There is only one student who has an IEP in the classroom (as far as I know).  He is a child who has been recently-diagnosed with Asperger Syndrome and is suspected to have ADHD as well.  As a result, he receives special attention during instruction time to maintain his attentiveness and to insure that he stays on task.  He often unintentionally causes conflicts with other students due to his acting-out and must be monitored more closely in order to prevent these conflicts from occurring.  The teacher has asked other students to use special understanding when working with this boy and to help him in any way possible.  His IEP requires that he be given instructions directly whenever possible, and asks that he repeat the instructions back to the teacher to insure that he knows what he is being asked to do.
Instructional Implications:


All the above contextual details will play a role in the planning, delivery, and assessment of the students within the classroom.  In particular, many of the resources in the classroom directly affect the way I will be able to plan the lessons that will be taught.  Specifically, I know that reading lessons can be planned around the books that are available within the classroom; science lessons can be planned around the outdoor resources that are so close to the classroom.  An important thing to take into consideration when planning is to utilize every valuable resource as much as possible.  Lessons should involve the different stations around the room so that no materials go to waste.  For example- during a science lesson on different types of trees/leaves during fall, I should plan for the students to go out into their courtyard and observe and collect different leaves to examine and classify.

Since the students are more visually inclined when it comes to instruction and direction-taking, I will need to deliver lessons so that it caters to this preference.  Rather than making all my instruction oral, I will need to use written instructions, blackboard surfaces, and overhead resources when instructing the students.  Because the students are generally very respectful and attentive, I will be able to allow them to work in pairs and small groups during their application time.  For example- they will be able to peer-edit their writing assignments and share within a group.

Means of assessment will be an important thing to take into consideration as well.  Students are accustomed to taking standardized tests because they have been exposed to state tests in the past.  Because they have not scored exceptionally high on prior standardized tests, throughout the year it will be important to expose them to all sorts of different sorts of assessments so that they can feel comfortable with testing.  Rather than leaving standardized formats until the end of the year when the NJ ASK takes place, it is critical to use the format throughout the year to familiarize the students.  

Because the students work very well together and typically display good work ethic within the classroom, group assessments are another key option to take advantage of.  Rather than relying solely upon specific, written testing, it is possible to assess via observation and interview.  When determining a grade for a student, I will not rely solely upon their written expression but also upon their daily demonstration of understanding.
