Excerpts from Student Observation

On my first day at one of my placements, I was asked to observe a student in a classroom setting.  I knew the following information going into the room:

· Teacher was feeling exasperated by student’s lack of engagement

· Student had several friends in the class who were engaged if student not present

· Teacher suspected a learning disability, particularly with math

· Parent were in agreement that there seemed to be a learning issue

The observation took place the just after spring break over a 2.5-hour period.

9:10 – Students reading, student did not have anything out on his desk.  EA approaches student to direct him to pull out work, he asks if he can get a drink.

9:20 – I approach student and ask him what he is working on.  He pulls out a book and opens it.  As I leave, he asks EA if he can go to his locker.  Returns from locker and adjusts shoelace for 4 minutes.

9:32 – drops pencil to lap, wiggles until it hits the floor, gets up and goes to the pencil sharpener.  Teacher goes to his desk and removes one of the paper tabs that are there for getting up and leaving his desk so often and the last time without permission.

10:08 – Goes to pencil sharpener again, sharpens, breaks tip, sharpens it again.

10:45 – After break time: asks EA if he can go to his locker again.  Teacher pulls the remaining 2 tabs, one for not working, and the other for going to his locker for no reason.  This results in him having lunch detention.

The teacher has little interaction with the student aside from letting him know why she took his “behavior tabs.”

That afternoon, I met with the principal, district Special Ed department rep, and two members of the district’s Equity department.  After hearing my report, the group concluded that there was, indeed something going on with the student’s learning.  Also that the relationship was irrevocably damaged – in fact the comment was made almost immediately that considering the teacher and ethnic background of the student that he probably wouldn’t have been able to succeed.  

The final decision was to move the student to another classroom for the remainder of the school year, with permission from that teacher, and the parents.  This would count as one of the interventions before moving on to Child Study.  Ultimately, the principal orchestrated the transfer so well – approaching the new teacher to ask if she would take the student in a way that let her know that it was really important and that her natural strengths in accepting all students and creative teaching style were why she was selected.  She agreed to take the student.  Then the principal needed to let the current teacher know.  This was easier, as she had wanted him out for several months.  The parents were contacted and gave permission.  The student was moved with only 10 weeks remaining in the school year, yet all parties (including me) thought it was the best move for the student.

To me, the really important part of this whole process was the technique that the principal used to orchestrate the information collection, analysis and use for decision-making and how she used her relationships with school staff, district staff, and parents to carry out the decision in a streamlined fashion.  There was no doubt that there were several factors involved in the case of this student, and that the layers of confrontation, racism, and dysfunction needed to be removed before a clear picture of what was going on with the student could be seen.

