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  This book is dedicated to those teachers and colleagues who touched my life, both as a student and as a teacher. To name a few, Miss Nordyke (fourth grade), Steve White (sixth grade), Mr. and Mrs. Bugh (middle school), and Mrs. Mahoney, Jeff and Bobbi Kramer, and Chuck Grande (high school). There are more that should be mentioned, yet these teachers inspired me to learn, challenge myself, and laugh. I also dedicate this book to the many teacher colleagues I have been blessed to share staff lounges and short lunches with. Marilynn Montgomery, Lee Watson, and Susan Blakely have been and are at the top of this list for sharing their passion and skills as an educator with me and helping to keep my teaching fire lit. Last but certainly not least, I dedicate this book to my parents, June and Gordon Nicholson. Both retired high school teachers, they instilled in me not only the importance of learning but the pure joy of it. They have been and continue to be my two best and favorite teachers of all.

  —Kristen J. Nelson

  I am one of those people who fell into teaching by accident. What turned this accident into a lifelong passion, however, are two things: first, my students, who taught me more than I could possibly teach them, and second, the many gifted and dedicated educators who willingly shared their talents, enthusiasm, and knowledge on behalf of student learning. I dedicate this book to them and my circle of friends and family, who have provided me with continuous support throughout my career and honored my “accidental” profession with their respect and encouragement.

  —Kim Bailey
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  Introduction

  Welcome to teaching. You have entered into one of the most exciting careers you could have chosen and will soon find yourself on an exciting ride. You will have days of exhilaration, days of exhaustion, and days of exhilarating exhaustion. You will have days when your students make you laugh so hard your side hurts and days when your students bring you to tears as you drive home.

  You have chosen a career in which no operational manual fits for all teachers. You must find your own way in this career; you must pursue your own unique, individual path.

  This book is a survival guide for your first few years of teaching. It features time-tested ideas that will make your first years flow more smoothly. It offers suggestions and advice that will move you quickly past survival mode and help you flourish in this wonderful career called teaching. As you embark on this career, you become a student of the teaching profession. If you put your entire mind, body, and soul into it, you can move out of survival mode quickly and move on into the deeper and richer tasks of daily influencing your students’ lives.

  Teaching is more than a profession. It is a lifestyle. It calls the brave and strong at heart to enter into a dynamic world of preparing students for a future that is undiscernible.

  Teaching has always been a complicated and challenging profession. To many, however, teaching in the early part of the twenty-first century seems far more challenging than was teaching in earlier periods. Information doubles every few months, and the Internet continues to transform the world into a smaller and smaller place. Teachers are asked to embrace this new world for themselves first and then to pass necessary skills on to their students—to teach them to be cognitively flexible and ready for an incomprehensible world. This new millennium calls for a new type of teacher—a teacher who comes to the classroom each day with one eye on the students and the other on the future. Today’s teachers recognize that their own intellectual growth is a key component in teaching. They are also willing to sit at the feet of those who have gone before and learn the history before jumping too far into the future.

  The Secretary’s Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills (SCANS; 1991) was charged by the U.S. Department of Labor with predicting the skills students would need to succeed in the new millennium. SCANS identified five areas of skill competency:

  1.   Effectively using resources

  2.   Acquiring and applying information

  3.   Working with others

  4.   Working with a variety of technologies

  5.   Understanding complex interrelationships

  SCANS recommended that teachers use a three-fold approach to foster these competencies:

  1.   Teach basic skills in reading, writing, arithmetic, listening, and speaking

  2.   Cultivate thinking skills

  3.   Enhance students’ personal qualities (responsibility, self-esteem, sociability, self-management, and integrity)

  This is a large bill for any teacher, experienced or new, to fill on a daily basis.

  As if preparing students with these skills were not enough, teachers are also called on to build a sense of community for students, to collaborate with colleagues, to supervise technology, to prepare students for high-stakes exams, to help all students meet high standards, to be counselors, and to manage fleeting material resources. Having the skills, knowledge, and motivation to put all these different pieces together in the teaching puzzle does indeed take a special kind of person.

  Teaching is not a goal as much as it is a calling. Becoming vice president of the Saturn Car Company is a goal; teaching a young wild thing named Saturn is a calling. This calling is answered in the details, the routines, and the many conversations and discussions that make up a teacher’s day. You could have chosen any career you desired, but something in your soul called you to teach—called you to walk into the classroom on a daily basis to nurture and teach souls. It wasn’t luck.

  It wasn’t a wild night in a college pub where everyone shot darts at a career dartboard. It was the fateful calling of a career to you when you drove past the local school with students getting out, running and screaming. It called to you when you saw national statistics on science and math achievement. It called to you when you saw tiny children on a field trip cross the street in front of you, holding hands and being led by a mother hen. It called. You listened. You answered.

  Now your job is to be open to what you will learn through this work and to be open to the mysteries of it all. Your job is to find your meaning and identity within the walls of your classroom and the boundaries of your schoolyard. The challenge is to not lose your soul in the busyness and challenges of this calling. There are very few professions that ask for so much—physically, mentally, emotionally, and spiritually. Yet somewhere in the middle of the mayhem, your soul is calling—calling you into the art of teaching and beckoning you to bring your many unique gifts and talents.

  Only those who have chosen this profession can understand this calling. Teaching is more than a paycheck, more than a job, and more than something to do during the day. It is soul work—beautiful and satisfying soul work.

  HOW THIS BOOK IS ORGANIZED [image: image]

  Because you are unique, there is no one way to be a successful teacher, and this book offers no silver bullet. However, this book does provide time-tested ideas and suggestions to help you avoid spending time reinventing the wheel and instead to spend time teaching your children about the origins of the wheel. Multiple roles come with the job title “teacher,” and each chapter describes one of these roles.

  • Chapter 1, Teacher as a Creator of Classroom Environment, describes the teacher’s role in fostering learning and social growth. This chapter describes different types of classroom layouts as well as ideas for decorating and arranging the classroom for optimal learning and collaboration.

  • Chapter 2, Teacher as a Manager of the Classroom, provides positive strategies and innovative systems for creating rules and procedures that support learning goals. It offers suggestions for establishing procedures that promote positive behavior in whole-class, small-group, and individual learning situations. Intervention strategies for dealing with difficult student behaviors are also discussed.

  • Chapter 3, Teacher as a Designer of Instruction, offers guidelines for designing curriculum and instruction that meet high standards and reach all learners. This chapter is guided by the question, what do my students need to learn? It helps teachers navigate the challenging process of determining standards, designing lesson plans, and developing units.

  • Chapter 4, Teacher as an Assessor, answers the question, how do I know my students are learning? The chapter describes how you can effectively examine student understanding through a broad range of assessments. It highlights ways to use effective measures before, during, and after the instructional process and provides specific examples.

  • Chapter 5, Teacher as a Promoter of Literacy, examines ways you can offer a systematic and balanced instructional approach to literacy that ensures student success. This chapter also discusses the importance of developing a strong independent reading program and gives suggestions for building an excellent classroom library. The chapter also includes a glossary of current literacy terms.

  • Chapter 6, Teacher as a Facilitator and Guide for Learning, gives you a wide range of effective and proven teaching strategies that facilitate learning. This chapter provides information on strategies such as cooperative learning, Socratic questioning, and cross-age tutoring.

  • Chapter 7, Teacher as a Relationship Builder, examines the various relationships encountered in teaching and provides ideas for connecting effectively with students and parents. The chapter offers ideas and activities for deepening connections with students, dealing productively with difficult students, and communicating with parents, as well as practical strategies for confronting “energy bandits” and caring for oneself.

  • Chapter 8, Teacher as a Communicator, gives suggestions and strategies for oral and written communications with parents and colleagues. It offers tips on how to make parent conferences successful as well as ideas for making back-to-school nights informative and interesting. Tips for creating newsletters and Web sites and using e-mail are also included.

  • Chapter 9, Teacher as a Learner, highlights the importance of teachers’ becoming lifelong learners. It offers many suggestions for keeping the educational fire lit. The chapter demonstrates that teaching is a far richer experience when it is done in collaboration with others and when it focuses on continually improving teaching practice. The chapter describes the many vehicles that offer support and opportunity to grow as a teacher.

  Each chapter offers powerful, specific suggestions within each role that can make your first few years of teaching effective and successful. The goal is not to overwhelm you with “to do” lists but to offer you plenty of support and options as you develop in your practice. Each chapter includes Web site recommendations (Worthwhile Web Sites), connections to brain research (Brain Bits), and advice for the first days or weeks of school (First Week Flags). In addition, reflection questions are included at the end of each chapter to give you some direction as you evaluate your own practice. In fact, if you use this book during your induction program, you may engage in these reflections with others who are new to teaching.

  You are embarking on the career of a lifetime. May your journey be filled with many moments of the satisfaction of a job well done, emotions that touch your soul, and the knowledge that no other job in the world is better than teaching.


  1

  Teacher as a Creator of Classroom Environment

  
    Designing Your Classroom Environment

    •   Finding Your Own Design Style

    •   Arranging the Room to Facilitate Positive Classroom Interactions

    •   Beyond Basic Design: Looking at Learning Centers

    •   Your Teacher Space

    •   Using Bulletin Board Designs to Help in Teaching and Learning

    •   Using the Power of Lighting in Your Classroom

    Interior Design Principles to Help You Create the Classroom of Your Dreams

    •   Order

    •   Symmetry

    •   Balance

    Keeping the Creative Juices Flowing

    •   Nosy Neighbor Technique

    •   Different Perspectives Technique

    •   Open Space Technique

    •   Techniques That Use the Talent (and Time) of Others

    A Last Look at the Teacher as a Creator of Classroom Environment

    Questions for Reflection

  

  “HOW CAN I DESIGN MY CLASSROOM TO MAXIMIZE STUDENT LEARNING?”

  Remember the feeling you had when you walked into your school for the first time? The principal welcomed you aboard and handed you the key. You walked to your classroom and slowly opened the door. The lights were off, and the room was eerily silent. You probably felt overwhelmed with excitement, fear, and peace. As you surveyed the classroom, you realized that within this room you and your students would share learning experiences over the year. You had arrived at your new home, your home away from home, your classroom.

  During the year, you will spend a lot of time in your classroom. In fact, many times during the year you will feel as though you spend more time in your classroom than you do at home.

  Through your design, your classroom can become more than just a room with four walls. You can transform your classroom into an environment that encourages, entices, and celebrates learning. Your classroom can become a reflection of your soul; it can be as unique as your own DNA.

  This chapter provides you not only with ideas for personalizing your classroom to reflect your style but also with tips for creating an environment that will make your job easier and optimize your students’ learning. Your classroom environment has a significant impact on the teaching and learning process. By optimally designing and arranging your classroom environment, you can do the following:

  •   Promote attentiveness and engagement in the learning process

  •   Facilitate positive social interaction among students

  •   Decrease the likelihood that students will engage in challenging behaviors

  •   Provide powerful opportunities for whole-group, small-group, and individual instruction

  •   Foster students’ independence and feelings of empowerment in regard to their learning

  •   Boost opportunities for practicing and generalizing skills across different types of activities and settings

  •   Increase student achievement

  [image: image] DESIGNING YOUR CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENT

  The classroom environment is too important to be taken lightly. Yet no two classrooms are exactly the same. The room arrangement, bulletin boards, furniture, art, and lighting all directly reflect you. Be sure to consider these two questions when designing your classroom:

  •   What is the best classroom environment for promoting student learning and facilitating positive classroom interactions?

  •   What is the best arrangement and room decor for me personally?

  All teachers need a classroom that makes them feel happy, comfortable, and inspired when they walk in each morning. It takes time and experimentation to create the best environment. As you design your classroom, keep the following suggestions in mind:

  • Establish a climate of learning right from the start. Design bulletin boards and arrange furniture to promote learning. Your classroom environment should proclaim, “This is a serious learning environment!”

  • Fight the temptation to over-decorate your classroom, because too much decoration can distract you and your students. You may add and subtract decorations as you go, but avoid overdoing your decorations. Remember, it is more important to concentrate on your teaching than to stay late to make your classroom look gorgeous.

  Avoid overdoing your decorations.

  Finding Your Own Design Style

  There is no single right way to organize a classroom. One quick avenue to frustration is to compare your room with that of last year’s Teacher of the Year. When you begin, use your adventurous spirit. Remember that nothing in your classroom is set in cement. If you don’t like an arrangement, change it. Redo the bulletin board even though you put it up just last week. Keep experimenting until your spirit yells out, “Yes, this works for me and my students!”

  Designing Your Classroom Environment

  The first years of teaching are all about finding your own unique style in your classroom arrangement and decor. For some, this comes naturally. These teachers walk into their first classroom and within a month or so have it organized and beautiful. For others, finding a personal style is more challenging. Use the following five-step plan to get started:

  1.   Make a list of items that have captured your attention in other teachers’ classrooms (e.g., nooks, comfy pillows, bright colors, seating arrangements, learning centers).

  2.   Sketch a layout that might work in your classroom. Sketch on graph paper before you start arranging and decorating.

  3.   Evaluate your design and decor ideas through an interior decorator’s perspective (More information on how to do this appears later in this chapter.).

  4.   Arrange the room. Sit in different seats throughout the room to ensure that all students can see the front of the room and have enough space.

  5.   Try the arrangement with your students. See if you and the students like the arrangement. If students are stumbling over one another or struggling to see the board or complaining about space, adjust the arrangement. If the arrangement seems to work, take time to work on the smaller details and make minor adjustments so that the classroom works even better.

  Arranging the Room to Facilitate Positive Classroom Interactions

  The way you arrange the furniture in your classroom will play a critical role in helping students interact positively with you and each other. It is imperative that you consider how to arrange your room so that you create an orderly learning environment. Poorly arranged classrooms—where students seem to be sitting almost on top of each other and where disorder reigns—promote tense, unfocused, and negative interactions among students. Students feel they must fight for their own space and belongings. They feel frustrated by not having an orderly environment to call their own. In contrast, deftly arranged classrooms—where students have their own space and where order prevails—promote positive student interactions. Students relish the order and space provided through well-designed learning centers, private nooks, and small group meeting areas.

  It is imperative that you consider how to arrange your room so that you create an orderly learning environment.

  Guiding Questions for Determining Room Arrangement

  Arranging and rearranging furniture requires planning and elbow grease. Begin by taking an inventory of the furniture in the room. Report broken furniture to the custodian and administrator as soon as possible so it can be fixed or replaced. Next, take time to consider possible room arrangements. Use the following questions to help you plan your arrangement:

  •   How can I arrange the students’ seats to ensure that all students can easily see the front of the classroom?

  •   Where will I put my classroom library?

  •   Where might I meet with small groups of students or individual students?

  •   Where will I place materials so students have access to them (Materials might include pens, marking pens, paper, crayons, etc.)?

  •   Will I have any learning centers? Where will I put them?

  •   What areas will be designated quiet areas? What areas will be designated active areas (where students know they can interact with one another)?

  •   Where will my clear and safe traffic paths be? How will I promote safe traffic flow?

  •   Where will I place my classroom computers?

  •   What kind of storage do I need?

  •   Does this arrangement lend itself to maintaining order?

  •   Does this arrangement have balance or symmetry (For more information on balance and symmetry, see the “Interior Design Principles” section later in this chapter.)?

  •   Are there safety or fire codes I need to know about, and how can I find this information?

  Several sample classroom layouts are shown in Figures 1.1 through 1.4. You may choose one of these layouts and adapt it to suit your classroom needs. Or you may experiment with each layout before settling on one or two favorites. Of course, the size and shape of your classroom and your furniture will dictate what you can and cannot do with your layout. Keep two key factors in mind as you determine your final layout: You must be able to monitor the room easily, and you must be able to maneuver from one side of the classroom to another quickly. Ideally, you should have a clear, short pathway that allows you to easily walk around the room and monitor students working at their desks or group tables. If you have to climb over objects, duck around furniture, and slither between desks to get to a student in the back row, then you must modify your arrangement.

  Take time to examine the layouts used by teachers in your school. Veteran teachers who are teaching the same course or the same grade may give you some advice about how to arrange your classroom. While you may discover several good ideas, remember: The arrangement must work for you and your students.

  Each layout has advantages and disadvantages (see Table 1.1). Consider the (traditional) horizontal row layout, in which all the desks are lined up and face the board. Some teachers will tell you that you should never use this arrangement because they believe it is not conducive to teaching and learning. However, some teachers continue to use this arrangement and find it effective. Use whatever arrangement works best for you and your students. Choose a layout based on your students’ learning needs. You may begin the school year by using the horizontal arrangement because you feel you need to gain control of your class and feel that students need more structure. As the year progresses, you may adapt the layout to a cooperative arrangement. Some years you may start off using the cooperative learning arrangement.

  Take time to examine the layouts used by teachers in your school.

  Figure 1.1 Sample Classroom Layout: Straight Horizontal Rows
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  Figure 1.2 Sample Classroom Layout: Double E
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  Figure 1.3 Sample Classroom Layout: U Shape
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  Figure 1.4 Sample Classroom Layout: Cooperative Learning
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  Table 1.1 Advantages and Disadvantages of Classroom Layouts

  
    
      	Layout
      	Advantages
      	Disadvantages
    

    
      	Straight horizontal rows
      	Provides more structure (for students who need structure) and less peer interaction.
      	Hinders communication during small-group work and doesn’t provide much open space in the classroom.
    

    
      	Double E
      	Provides students with an environment for working closely with peers without seating students across from one another.
      	Reduces the amount of space for walking through the classroom (depending on classroom size).
    

    
      	U shape
      	Provides students with a good view of the front of the classroom and teacher.
      	Makes some students in the back of the room feel far away from the action.
    

    
      	Cooperative learning
      	Provides opportunities for students to work together throughout the day and allows for teamwork and socialization.
      	Provides ample (and sometimes too many) opportunities for students to talk to one another throughout the day.
    

  

  Changing Seating Assignments or Rearranging the Room

  How often you change students’ seating assignments or rearrange the room is dependent on your preferences and your students’ needs. Some teachers change students’ seats each month or several times during the year to keep things fresh. It is up to you to decide how much time and energy you wish to spend on developing new seating charts and room arrangements. However, be sure to keep the following ideas in mind:

  Never change the seating arrangement immediately before a unit assessment or standardized test.

  • Never change the seating arrangement immediately before a unit assessment or standardized test. Changing students’ seats hinders their memory process. The upheaval caused by the change is not conducive to strong performance on tests.

  • Always maintain an updated seating chart (Sketch a chart, using boxes to indicate each seat, and write the students’ names in the boxes.). A seating chart is especially important when you are absent and another teacher must take over your class. Keep this seating chart where it is easy to find—either on top of or in the top drawer of your desk.

  Beyond Basic Design: Looking at Learning Centers

  Learning centers are areas where an individual or a group of students can work on a specific project or assignment. These centers offer students the time and space to work on powerful learning activities, to stretch out and read books, or to create art projects.

  Tips for Designing Learning Centers

  • Select a location away from normal student activity. This way, students working at the center won’t be interrupted by students walking by.

  • Arrange the furniture to give the center a feeling of privacy. You might simply turn a table away from the main classroom area so that it faces a wall, or you might move a bookshelf to create a nook. If you design for privacy, students will feel as if they have a separate location in which to work.

  • Enhance your reading center with bookcases full of books that welcome students into the center. Provide pillows or carpet remnants for students to use while sitting or lying on the floor to read.

  • Outline the learning activity clearly. Post directions on the wall students are facing.

  • Describe the center activity to the entire class before students use the learning center. Remind students that working in a learning center is a privilege and that if they goof around, they will forfeit this privilege for a while.

  
    First Week Flag

    What Do I Really Need in My Classroom to Get Started?

    Having certain equipment and other items in your classroom can make your life easier from the start. If you cannot obtain the materials listed below before school begins or within the first week of school, make it your goal to get them. Having these materials will send you down the right path toward designing a great classroom environment.

    •   Overhead projector (Be prepared. Know where to find spare bulbs and how to change the light. Invariably, the overhead bulb will blow during a formal observation or a wonderful learning moment. Also, be sure to obtain transparencies and marking pens.)

    •   Polaroid or digital camera (Be sure to have extra film for the Polaroid camera. Use the camera to capture special moments in the classroom or to take pictures of students at the beginning of the year for a bulletin board display.)

    •   Moveable cart or cabinet (Place the overhead projector on the cart or cabinet. Be sure the cart or cabinet also has ample room to store and transport materials.)

    •   Extra chairs (for centers and other group work)

    •   Stool (Place the stool at the front of the classroom. Use it to give your feet a quick rest while still maintaining eye contact with the class.)

    •   Wall-mounted projector screen

    •   World map, national map, and globe

    •   Precut letters in a variety of sizes and colors (Use the letters on bulletin boards throughout the year.)

    •   Plastic washtubs (Use the tubs to store art projects, workbooks, and other items. Clearly label the tubs to help students know what is in them.)

    •   Three-hole punch

    •   Tray or small box of usable scrap paper

    •   Boxes of tissues

    •   Yardstick or meter stick

    •   Lost-and-found container

  

  Your Teacher Space

  Many teachers need and want to have a sacred space, their own space. Most teachers consider their desk and the corner the desk occupies as their own space. Some classrooms include alcoves for the teacher’s desk, bookcase, and filing cabinet. Within the space, teachers may post pictures of their loved ones, certificates, or artwork that is meaningful to them. However, some teachers do not carve out a sacred space for themselves. They allow students to use the teacher’s desk to make up tests or to read silently. Students may walk up to the teacher’s desk and help themselves to pens and pencils. Students may feel that the teacher’s desk is community space.

  Whether you choose to have a sacred space or not, be sure students are well aware of your expectations and rules when it comes to your desk. Remember, classroom discipline problems are directly related to the distance between the teacher and the student. The closer the teacher can be to the students, the fewer the problems.

  Designing Your Teacher Space

  As a teacher, you will notice right away that your days are filled with a lot of moving, walking, and general activity. Yet it is important for you to have a space of your own in your classroom. Your space should include a well-organized desk, a file cabinet, and a safe place for your personal belongings. You may not have a lot of time during the day to sit at your desk, but having your own space for those long hours you put in before and after school will help you keep yourself organized and on track. Here are a few suggestions for designing your own space:

  Classroom discipline problems are directly related to the distance between the teacher and the student.

  • Place your desk facing the students so that in those rare moments when you sit at your desk during the day, you can easily monitor everything going on in the classroom. The best place to position your desk is in the corner farthest away from the door and facing the room. This way, you can always see who is coming in and going out of the room.

  • Have a secure location in your area for your purse, keys, and other personal items.

  • Make sure you have a comfortable chair. Those long before- and afterschool hours of grading papers and catching up on other work will be greatly enhanced by a comfortable chair.

  • Keep a stacking tray on top of your desk to keep worksheets, notices, newsletters, and other files handy and accessible.

  • Have one of your drawers be a file drawer where you can keep student files, long-range plans, checklists, emergency procedures, school and district policies, correspondence from parents, an emergency substitutes plan, and other paperwork. You may want another file drawer for curriculum units, divided by subject areas.

  • Have these items within easy reach: a nice pair of adult scissors, a glue stick, correction fluid, highlighters, paper clips, a calculator, pens, felt pens, overhead pens, a ruler, pencils, and sticky notes. You may want to have pencils in unusual colors (such as bright orange or blue) so that when a student borrows one, you will be able to retrieve it easily.

  Using Bulletin Board Designs to Help in Teaching and Learning

  Effective teachers use bulletin boards for purposes beyond simply displaying student work. Different types of bulletin boards can be used for different reasons:

  • A procedures bulletin board includes schedules, procedures, classroom jobs, emergency information, menus, birthdays, and other such information. Students can independently refer to the board without having to rely on or interrupt you for information.

  • A bulletin board of model student work includes work you want students to emulate. You may display what a well-written five-paragraph essay or a neat math paper looks like. Make a point to explain why each piece was selected. Consciously vary which students’ work and what type of work you choose to display on the board.

  • A current events bulletin board features important world events. Due to time constraints, many teachers must curtail the amount of time they can spend discussing current events. These teachers briefly discuss world events each week and post articles and pictures for students to read and look at during their free time.

  • A curriculum-based bulletin board displays information about a curriculum-based unit, related student work, and additional information applicable to the specific topic of study.

  A bulletin board can also be used to display student artwork. However, it is important to remember that a bulletin board is a valuable space and should be used for a specific purpose. As a new teacher, you need not worry about making your classroom look beautiful. Instead, you should concentrate on making every inch of your classroom work to your overall goal: creating independent, well-behaved, and motivated learners.

  
    Bulletin Board Tips

    [image: image]   Purchase professionally created borders. Borders enhance the appearance of your bulletin boards. You may also purchase precut letters in various colors to use on your bulletin boards.

    [image: image]   Remove background paper before it fades. Change the background paper occasionally to freshen up the look of your bulletin boards.

    [image: image]   If you run out of bulletin board space, use reusable adhesive to hang work on blank walls. You can purchase reusable adhesives such as Sticky Tack® in most hardware or department stores.

  

  Using the Power of Lighting in Your Classroom

  You cannot control the amount of natural light present in your classroom. You may have a classroom with a wide swath of windows or a classroom that doesn’t have any windows. It is up to you to do your best with what you are given.

  We know from recent studies by Tim Berman and others that natural light increases students’ academic achievement levels. One study tracked students in classrooms with very little or no natural light and compared them with a similar group of students in classrooms that had windows and skylights. The students in classrooms with more natural light outperformed the students with less. With these studies in mind, teachers should seek to optimize the lighting in their classrooms. The following suggestions will help you maximize the light in your room and use the light you have to the best advantage:

  Students in classrooms with more natural light outperformed the students with less.

  • Refrain from blocking the light that comes through the windows. Don’t cover windows with heavy drapes or an overabundance of student work. However, be sure to have a way to darken the room during certain activities (e.g., movies and demonstrations).

  • Keep windows clean.

  • Place a learning center, reading nook, or small-group center by the window if possible.

  • If your room lacks natural light, purchase inexpensive lamps and place them around the room (Check with your administrator to be sure the lights adhere to fire regulations.).

  • Be aware of students whose visual needs require more or less light. For example, some students may be extremely light sensitive and should be seated with their backs to the window.

  
    Worthwhile Web Sites

    Here are two Web sites that offer some tips for classroom arrangements and decor:

    Peak Learning (www.peaklearn.com/article.asp?A_ID=14)

    Writing Lesson Plans: Seating Arrangements (www.huntington.edu/education/lessonplanning/seating.html)

  

  [image: image] INTERIOR DESIGN PRINCIPLES TO HELP YOU CREATE THE CLASSROOM OF YOUR DREAMS

  Once you have designed a layout that you feel creates a warm, positive classroom environment, step back and look at your design through the eyes of an interior designer. Designers follow three basic principles when decorating an interior space: order, symmetry, and balance. Teachers can use these same principles when designing their classrooms. The following descriptions explain how you can use each principle to create the classroom of your dreams.

  Order

  Order is the logical arrangement of separate elements within a space. Order happens when you stack books in a bookcase, organize writing materials (pencils, pens, and crayons) in the supply cupboard, and arrange desks so that it is easy to walk between them. Maintaining classroom order is essential for promoting successful teaching experiences. Without order, you will find yourself immersed in chaos, feeling scattered and unfocused. If you cannot find the items you need, if you are constantly tripping over students’ belongings, and if you often lose keys under a stack of papers, your classroom experiences will be frustrating and ineffective.

  Maintaining classroom order is essential for promoting successful teaching experiences.

  One of the most important points of this chapter is that your classroom environment must help, not hinder, your teaching. Your teaching life is busy and full, but your work surroundings should be simple and uncluttered.

  Establishing and maintaining order in a classroom is one of the most challenging aspects of managing a classroom environment. However, when you realize that order is an important component in the classroom environment, you will mount a daily battle against disorder. If you are consistent and if you work on order a little bit at a time, you will be rewarded with an orderly and organized classroom. Here are some effective suggestions to help you along this path:

  • Find a home for frequently used items. For example, place scratch paper on the second shelf of the cupboard and store marking pens in a tub on the third shelf. Make students aware of the homes for each item. Explain that every item has a home. Remind students (more than once) where certain items go. The quicker students know that each item has a home, the better they will be at maintaining order. Do not move items unless you make everyone aware of the move.

  • After you’ve established homes for each item, label shelves to help students identify where to place things—for example, dictionaries, nonfiction books, and fiction books. When appropriate, use containers to hold items and clearly label each container. Labels help students remember where to place items when asked to put them away. Take advantage of all the wonderful colors available in the office supply store. Instead of manila folders, use bright purple and red folders. Look for file boxes in cheery colors.

  • Use sticky notes in special colors to help you remember certain things. For example, you could use blue sticky notes for student notes, green sticky notes for parent issues, and orange sticky notes for lesson ideas.

  • Clear away clutter and arrange desks to create an unobstructed traffic flow around the classroom. It is critical that your classroom have ample passageways throughout the room so students don’t find themselves bumping into one another and you don’t need to hurdle backpacks to get to a student in need of help.

  • Give each piece of furniture its needed space. Overcrowding is unsettling to students and teachers. Give students (and their belongings) ample personal space. You may be surprised how much a little extra space improves students’ attitudes and decreases their misbehavior.

  • Tell students your expectations for maintaining order at and around their desks. Set aside one afternoon per week for cleanup. Spend the last 30 minutes of the week having students organize their belongings and clean the classroom work areas.

  • Once a week, after the students have left the room, dedicate a few minutes to cleaning and organizing. Clean out cupboards and organize materials.

  Symmetry

  Symmetry is the exact correspondence of forms and shapes on opposite sides of an imaginary dividing line. Symmetry is all around us. Look at the moon, a piece of notebook paper, a bridge, or a basketball, and you will see symmetry. Any of these items can be divided in half and folded perfectly together.

  Probably the greatest use of symmetry in the classroom is the arrangement of student desks. Teachers naturally use symmetry in their classroom arrangements. You may place 20 desks in four rows of 5, thereby creating a symmetrical arrangement. If you drew an imaginary line down the middle of the classroom, the desks on one side would be symmetrical to the desks on the other side. On the other hand, you would not jam 15 student desks into one area of the room and leave the other 5 desks in another area. Such asymmetry would be visually unsettling.

  Train yourself to be aware of symmetry in smaller, subtler areas in your classroom. Check your bulletin boards and the objects you’ve placed on your bookshelves and tables. Be aware of symmetry in these details. Symmetry brings a sense of peace and serenity to an environment. Use symmetry whenever possible in desk arrangements, bulletin board designs, bookshelves, learning centers, and other small areas of the room. Our eyes are naturally attracted to symmetrical things.

  Symmetry brings a sense of peace and serenity to an environment.

  Balance

  Balance is similar to symmetry. While symmetry requires parts to be exactly alike, balance only requires items to be equally distributed or harmoniously arranged. Balance can be achieved by contrasting two elements, such as light and dark. Balance requires that two sides appear to be evenly weighted, but the sides need not exactly mirror one another.

  Our eyes desire this illusion of equilibrium. We are very aware when a room or any part of the room is not in balance. If we enter a classroom where the walls and bulletin boards feature only bright yellows, oranges, and reds, we will sense that the room needs some darker colors to balance the vibrant colors. Another example of balance is placing a bookcase on one side of the chalkboard (or white board) and a table (or other piece of furniture) on the other side. When students look at this arrangement, their eyes immediately recognize that the room is balanced.

  The key to balance is being aware of the vertical lines in your classroom. When you create a learning center in the corner of a room, think of the meeting place of two walls as a vertical line. Then as you design the center, use the line to balance the placement of tables, chairs, pillows, bookcases, and other items.

  [image: image] KEEPING THE CREATIVE JUICES FLOWING

  You can use several time-tested techniques to come up with fresh ideas for arranging your classroom. These techniques, described below, should help you keep your creative juices flowing throughout the year.

  Nosy Neighbor Technique

  Become a “nosy neighbor”: Observe how other teachers arrange and decorate their classrooms. Notice what you like and don’t like. Be observant when you sit and talk to your colleagues in their classrooms. Take time to look around their rooms and notice their small touches. Everyone has a unique style, but sometimes seeing someone else’s ideas helps you define your own style.

  Different Perspectives Technique

  Take time to view your classroom from different perspectives. Looking at the room from various angles will open up a world of new ideas. Sit in various spots around your room—the reading center, the math nook, students’ desks at the front and back of the room. Notice subtle things such as the lighting; the view of the chalkboard (or white board); the appearance of the bulletin boards and posters; and the order, symmetry, and balance of the furniture. Allow your mind to roam the room looking for things that might need to be changed or redone, and write them all down. When you have extra time, revisit your list and begin to make changes.

  Open Space Technique

  Another way to recharge your decorator’s eye is to be aware of the hazards of clutter. Some people need to see space and emptiness in order to create and design. Take time to clear out clutter. Empty that big bin of papers sitting on top of the bookcase and get rid of that small table that you fought so hard to get but never really use. We teachers are natural collectors and pack rats, so sometimes it is scary for us to get rid of things. However, if you do not have open spaces and breathing room in your classroom, you will not have the energy to design the classroom you desire.

  
    Brain Bits

    The 1990s were called the “decade of the brain” because of the overwhelming amount of research done on the brain. Researchers such as Ron Brandt (1998b), Renate and Geoffrey Caine (1991), Marian Diamond (1988), and Pat Wolfe (2001) have led the way in helping educators learn how the brain functions. These researchers discovered that enriched environments positively affect brain stimulation and growth. A study from the Salk Institute (Gage, 1997) showed that aging mice who lived in a stimulating and enriched environment produced three times the number of new brain cells as mice did who lived in a nonstimulating environment. Several components contribute to an enriched environment; many are covered in this book. One component is the physical environment that students inhabit each day. By making your room a bright, stimulating, and challenging place, you will actually encourage students’ brains to grow more brain cells. Environmental factors in addition to the physical environment affect students’ achievement. These include classrooms that promote the development of a wide range of skills and interests, stimulate different senses at different times, present varied and challenging activities for students, provide regular feedback to students, and create a stress-free atmosphere, all of which allow students to be active participants in learning rather than passive observers.

  

  Techniques That Use the Talent (and Time) of Others

  Parent volunteers are always looking for ways to assist in the classroom. If you feel overwhelmed by the thought of creating another bulletin board or if you are running out of ideas for organizing your room, enlist the help of parent volunteers. You may discover that one (or more) of the parents is an artist!

  Your students are another resource for talent. By asking students for help, you will not only get great ideas for freshening and reorganizing your room; you will also give students an opportunity to shine. This strategy is especially powerful with students who might struggle academically but are great with hands-on activities.

  A LAST LOOK AT THE TEACHER AS A CREATOR OF CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENT [image: image]

  This chapter discussed many different elements to consider while designing a classroom environment. Use the classroom arrangement checklist in Figure 1.5 to remind you of these elements. Classroom arrangement—from seating arrangements to bulletin boards—is a very important part of a successful and efficient classroom. Remember to ask yourself this guiding question as you make decisions about your classroom environment: Does this (furniture arrangement, bulletin board, lighting, etc.) promote student learning? If you look at any item or design feature in the classroom and find that it has very little to do with student learning, then you know a change is due. Everything in a classroom can be used to promote student learning. If you follow this guiding principle, you will have an outstanding classroom environment that will make your job easier and more successful.
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