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Introduction:

My teaching career began twenty-four years ago, in the fall of 1977, at the middle school in the school district where I, myself had attended.  After two years I had the opportunity to teach at a high school in a different district.  I remained at that position for sixteen years, after which I left teaching to spend more time with my son while he was still in elementary school.   Although I was not employed as a full-time teacher, I still maintained an association with education.  I volunteered at my son’s school, assisting the first grade teacher during science activities, helping students write stories using age-appropriate word processing, and listening to individual students read orally while the teacher worked with the rest of the class.  During that interval I also worked as a substitute teacher at all of the public schools, elementary through high school, in the town.  In addition, I worked part-time for almost three years as a math tutor at the high school level.  In January 2001, I re-entered full-time teaching, taking a position at the high school where I had been tutoring. 

 I am currently teaching at Rock Falls Township High School.  My course load includes four classes of math and one of physics.  The math classes are Pre-Algebra, Geometry, and Calculus & Mathematica, a college level class that teaches calculus with the help of a powerful software package called Mathematica.  

Working with the families and community of the students.

Student mentoring program:

In the past, Rock Falls High School has had a lower than average graduation rate.  It was found that many of the students who did not finish high school were short-term thinkers, not realizing the importance of a formal education.  One of the strategies developed to increase the graduation rate has been the student mentoring program.  Students who have been identified as at-risk for dropping out are assigned to teachers who have volunteered to be mentors.  This year I volunteered to be a mentor to one particular freshman boy.  Before contacting the boy, I spoke with his parents and former teachers to discover what characteristics may have caused him to be labeled “at-risk.”  I learned that he had a problem with controlling his anger.  In middle school he had been the victim of bullying.  Being a small person, he felt that he could do nothing about the mistreatment at first.  But when the bullying continued, he reached a point where he could no longer tolerate it, and as a result, reacted by fighting back.  That reaction resulted in disciplinary action for him as well as the other students involved.  It also started a cycle; the other students knew how to get him angry, which caused more discipline problems.

With that information, I was able to plan my strategy to help this student.  I have been meeting with him for fifteen minutes each week to discuss how school has been going for him.  We talk about any problems he might be experiencing and how to deal with the problems.  My goal is to help him find ways to diffuse or redirect his anger rather than allowing it to build.  I am also showing him that there are adults in the school he can trust.  This approach has been successful to this point in the school year.  He and his parents have told me that he feels more comfortable with his classmates this year.  

The significance of being a mentor for a single student may not seem to be much, but for that student it could make all the difference in the world.  If I can help him concentrate on his education without the interference caused by anger management problems, if I can make him realize that there are adults in the school who are there to help him, then he should find great success in high school and beyond. 

School Board Member:


Several years ago I became concerned with the education program at the school where my son attends.  The school is quite small and as a result has limited resources.  I believed that the best way to approach the concern was to become more involved, so I ran for the Board of Education.  I was successful, thus began a new phase in my involvement in education.  


Decisions that I have participated in have ranged from what color to paint the hallways and how to arrange the parking in the new parking lot to selecting a new superintendent.  Although some of the decisions have been mundane, each has brought a new perspective on the workings of a school district.


My biggest concern when I ran for the school board involved the technology program at the school.  There was a technology plan in place for the district, but progress did seem apparent to me.  Since I was elected, the district has hired a technology coordinator, many of the teachers have been receiving instruction in applications that can be used in class, the school has a T-1 line, and we are in the process of upgrading the computer lab.


There is a special significance that I am part of the school board.  The Rock Falls school system is different from most others in the state in that it is not a unit district.  The high school where I teach is a district in itself.  There is also an elementary district that includes a middle school as well as three grade schools.  To add to the complexity, there are three more districts outside of the city limits, each made up of one school, grades kindergarten through eighth.  As one would imagine, this arrangement can at times result in confusion.  All of the schools have been attempting to align their curriculum, in hopes that upon entering high school, all students would have similar educational backgrounds, regardless of which elementary school they had attended.  But a lack of communication has made this a slow process.  Because of my connection with two school simultaneously, I have been able to clear up some of the confusion by being a liaison, of sorts.  I am able to relay information from the high school to my school board, as well as bring back the appropriate information to the high school.

Working as a Leader and Collaborator: 

Graphing calculator workshops:

Two years ago I conducted some graphing calculator training for the Mathematics teachers at my high school. This training was done during the school day in the classrooms while the students were present.  Each teacher was to participate with the students, working through the activity as if one of the students. The purpose of each activity was to present a specific math concept using an approach other than the traditional lecture/practice format. After the activity was presented in the classroom, each teacher was expected to repeat the activity with his/her other classes.  

One particular activity that was used in an algebra class involved students walking in front of a motion detector and trying to match their motion to the motion indicated by a position-time graph. The equipment that was used allowed the students to see a real-time graph of their own motion and then compare it to a given graph. Since students were able to “feel” their motion and relate it to the slope on the graph, this approach seemed to help kinesthetic/tactual students understand that concept. 

Before experiencing the graphing calculator activities in their own classes, the other math teachers did not seem to appreciate the value of using graphing calculators as teaching tools. During the summer before presenting these activities, I had attended a five-day workshop where I was exposed to a variety of graphing calculator applications, including the activities that I used in the training sessions. I had hoped that my co-workers would become as excited about using the calculators in the classroom as I had become.

After the training sessions that I conducted, teachers were expected to repeat the activities in their other classes. Because of this, most of them listened more carefully and actually worked through the activities with their students.  One piece of evidence showing that the strategy was successful was that one of my co-workers dedicated some time the following summer to attend a follow-up workshop with me. Our high school also saw an increase in the math scores on the state testing results.  When the math department chairman reported these results last year, he indicated that he felt the calculator labs played a major part in the improvement.

I intend to conduct more graphing calculator training sessions in the future, but I plan to use a different approach. There were two reason for conducting these training sessions in the classroom: the students were exposed to new approaches to learning and the teachers received the training within the school day instead of being required to dedicate more time. While conducting the training sessions I soon discovered that some of the teachers saw these activity days as nothing more than “free class periods” where I taught the classes and they didn’t have to prepare any lessons. Those teachers did not actively participate during the activity, and as a result, did not appreciate the value of the applications being presented.

Development as a Learner:

Math Teacher Link:

Three years ago I enrolled in my first online course through the University of Illinois.  I had learned of a program called Math Teacher Link, where a teacher could receive instruction in math related topics.  The first course I enrolled in was “Using Internet Resources for High School Mathematics Instruction.”  That first course was followed by a second course, “Computers and Connections.”  The purpose of the first course was to learn to access, evaluate, and download Internet resources for high school mathematics instruction.  The second course helped me acquire a better understanding of the interactions of computer hardware and software.

Soon after those that I just mentioned, I started working on two courses each in Geometer’s Sketchpad and Mathematica, two very powerful software programs.  Geometer’s Sketchpad is a software package that includes an electronic ruler and compass.  The Geometer’s Sketchpad courses have enabled me to design geometry activities for my students that can demonstrate theorems, encourage experimentation, and support problem solving.

The most valuable courses I have taken through Math Teacher Link have been those involving Mathematica.  The two courses, Calculus & Mathematica for Mathematics Teachers and Using Mathematica in the classroom have introduced the content and pedagogy of the Calculus & Mathematica course available through the University of Illinois.  With information form the courses I have also developed some interactive tutorials for students on topics such as sine and cosine waves, integrals, and derivatives.  

Most importantly, though, completing the work for these two courses made it possible for me to be classified as an official mentor for the Calculus & Mathematica course at the high school.  Calculus & Mathematica is a university credit calculus course based on an interactive, electronic text, using Mathematica, and is offered at many high schools by distance learning.  At Rock Falls It is offered to seniors who have already passed calculus as juniors.  Normally the students taking the course would be required to contact a mentor at the university via e-mail for any questions they may have.  Since I am right in the classroom with the students, I have direct contact with them daily, enabling them to get their questions answered much more quickly.  Even more importantly, there is a major financial advantage for the students in my class.  Most students enrolled in the course must pay an extra fee to cover the expense of the mentor on campus.  Since I’m in the classroom with the students, they have no need for the on-campus mentor, greatly reducing the expense for the students.  If I had not been qualified to be a mentor, this opportunity would not be available for the students.

CTER On-Line Masters Program:


I am currently pursuing a Masters degree in Curriculum, Technology, and Education Reform from the University of Illinois.  The course content I have been exposed to has introduced me to new ways in which I can incorporate technology into my current classroom.  I am learning how computers can become part of the normal instruction, rather than a separate class.  


This program has also caused me to look at other facets of my teaching and determine how I can apply what I have learned to improve the instruction in the classroom.


While working on this Masters program as well as the other courses I have completed, I have involved my students, making them aware that I have been taking the classes.  I feel that it’s just as important to show the students my feelings toward life-long learning, as it is to be actually taking the courses.  Many of my students plan to end their education upon graduating from high school.  I have been trying to use myself as an example to the students that it is important for a person to continue their education after finishing high school.  Today, with the availability of information via the Internet, it’s become much easier for a person to become a life-long learner.

Reflection


In reflecting on the activities and accomplishments that I chose to include in this response, I found that there was a common thread.  Each of the activities and accomplishments addressed a particular need that was not being met by others.  My involvement in the student mentoring program provides a much needed service for the boy assigned to me.  When I ran for the school board it was because I felt there was a need for an educator on the board.  I was brought up with the understanding that if you had a concern or complaint about something, such as the education program, you should not simply voice the concern or complaint.  You should do whatever you felt was necessary to address it.  That was why I chose to become part of the school board, to be part of the solution, rather than merely a critic.


I saw that the teachers and students at my high school were not taking advantage of the capabilities of graphing calculators.  Therefore, I got some training from Texas Instruments and then applied that training to help others at the school.


A teacher who recently retired had taught the Calculus & Mathematica course that I teach at the high school.  If I had not received the training in Mathematica myself, there would have been no other teacher at the high school who could have stepped in to mentor for the class.  If that had happened, students would have been denied an excellent opportunity.  By taking the training, I was able to keep the class available for students.


Of all of the activities included, I feel the one that has had the most effect on student learning would have to be the training involving graphing calculators.  Not only have the math scores improved, there seems to be an increased interest in using the calculators.  Before the training, the math department had two classroom sets of graphing calculators.  Last year we purchased an additional set, and this year we are in the process of adding two more sets.  In addition, there has been in increase in the number of students with their own graphing calculators.  Prior to the training, there were very few students who owned graphing calculators, and those that did saw them mainly as toys since they were not aware of the capabilities.  The intent of the training for the teachers was to introduce them to the various functions, and then to have it carry over to the students.  As noted above, the training was apparently quite successful.  


I enjoy teaching.  I enjoy working with the students and my colleagues.  But most of all, I enjoy the feeling that I can make a difference in the lives of the students.  As I mentioned before, many of the activities I am involved in are a result of seeing a need and finding a way to address it.
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