Jeff Tibbetts

Practicum: English & Speech


Case Study #2:  Hit or Miss

Mr. Jenkins teaches an elective course for Juniors and Seniors in a suburban, relatively affluent community.  The trend in the student body is towards over-achieving, motivated, and college-bound individuals.  Mr. Jenkins enjoys a casual teaching style, and the students that he usually has in his classes tend to be the ones with better reading, writing, and cognitive abilities.  He believes that his students are his peers in many respects, and he encourages independence in his students.  His conceit is that if he gives them more responsibility and accountability for the class, they will step up to the challenge and deliver better results. 

Out of the elective English courses, Mr. Jenkins’ Classics course is the most demanding in terms of reading expectations and homework output.  At the beginning of the course he spends about half of the first period explaining to the class that it's a course for experienced readers and is not to be taken lightly.  He shows them the stack of books that they're going to be reading, and mentions that he gives out more failing grades in this class then any other.  This is usually enough to scare away most of the students who might have some doubts about their efficacy, but he usually has one or two students that stay in the class, even though they will probably not be very successful, despite his warning.  Of course, these less-prepared students usually struggle and eventually fall behind: this is typical and Mr. Jenkins expects it.  What isn't typical is when a student decides to retake the class in order to get a better grade.


Mr. Jenkins has two students who are taking the class for a second time this quarter.  One of them appears to be doing well after the first several weeks of class, turning in passing assignments and seeming to understand the material much better.  The other student is something of a conundrum, however.  Robert is intelligent, which Mr. Jenkins can clearly see; the last time through class he offered good contributions during discussions and seemed to understand the material—when he read it, that is.  He failed because he didn't read half of the material, and he consequently didn't turn in much homework.  Mr. Jenkins learned that Robert had a few chemical dependency issues as well as a complicated home life.  His parents pressured him to succeed, but in such a way that he often rebelled against them.  Mr. Jenkins even wondered at one point if Jackson was affected by a form of Oppositional-Defiant Disorder.  He ultimately failed the course, and didn't seem outwardly bothered by it.


This time around Robert's attitude seems to have gotten worse.  He often talks in class, sometimes contributing gainfully to the conversation, sometimes talking only to one or two other students, but always trying to argue one point or another.  He argues well, but he seems to either ignore or be ignorant of the classroom protocol for discussions.  He, in short, talks often and usually with no regard for the way that his actions impact other students.

Every time a student makes a comment about the literature Robert argues a contrary point.  Mr. Jenkins is torn, though, because Robert is so articulate and convincing that he can't easily be faulted—he just wants to be heard.  It's clear that Robert has a gifted intellect.  In the course of these arguments, he backs up his opinions with excerpts from the text, sometimes memorized, and he is very persuasive.  These are the skills that Mr. Hopkins is trying to develop in his class.  Under different conditions, Robert would probably be a candidate for a Talented and Gifted program.  The problem is just his attitude. 

The class is full of bright, articulate students, however, and many of them would rather not speak up at all then have their comments twisted around, refuted, and generally used against them.  Robert’s behavior has begun to change the dynamics of the classroom, and Mr. Jenkins occasionally has a difficult time redirecting Robert from one of his tangential arguments.  A typical classroom discussion might look something like this:

Jane: “I think that the author was trying to show us how the ocean and the beach are peaceful, even though there is a war going on across the channel.”

Robert: “I would have to disagree.” which is his catch-phrase.  “I think that the way the ocean is described, the language that is used, calls to mind the power and motion of battle, thus mimicking the war and mocking it at the same time.  The persona of the poem is looking at the ocean through the lens of the war.”

Jane: “Whatever… I guess you’re right.”

And he is right, at least in the sense that he has a reason for his opinion and he can back it up with the text.  In many respects Robert is the ideal classroom conversationist.  The problem here is in Jane’s response, which is a typical one.  Nobody in class is willing to or believes that they can stand up to Robert’s intellectual aggressiveness.  

Mr. Jenkins has a choice: either stifle Robert in order to encourage other students to join in the conversation, or allow him to exercise his debate skills to the detriment of the whole.  If he decides to silence Robert, there is a real risk of embittering and disillusioning him against the school; virtually guaranteeing that he will not reach his true potential.  Of course, if he allows Robert to carry the class away he does a disservice to all of the other students who have to spend their time defending every claim they make against Robert.  This would weaken class morale, and it has already taken a toll on some students' willingness to contribute.

Mr. Jenkins has good reason to believe that suppressing Robert’s loquaciousness will have a detrimental effect on his academic engagement.  Robert has expressed his belief in the past that he is being held back and reigned in by teachers who are threatened by him, and any attempt to control him will almost certainly lead to a conclusion that this is happening again.  Robert has said that he likes Mr. Jenkins because he allows him to say what he has to say.  Taking this away from him may be the last straw for Robert’s high-school career.  


The other side of the coin is the obvious fact that the very nature of the open classroom has now been compromised by Robert’s domineering attitude.  How can Mr. Jenkins promote respectful discussion and place value on students’ comments when they are unwilling to make any?  The entire situation has caused Mr. Jenkins to question his entire classroom management strategy, and just when he was getting comfortable teaching in this environment.  

Mr. Jenkins has tried all sorts of tricks to channel Robert's energy: re-directing the topic repeatedly, directly arguing against Robert on behalf of the students, picking out other students specifically to answer questions and avoiding Robert, breaking up the class into smaller discussion groups... nothing seems to have any impact on the frequency and volume of Robert's comments.  Mr. Jenkins made the mistake of encouraging the students early on to answer questions and make comments without raising hands, which means that Robert can pop in at any time with his remarks.  This is in keeping with his concept of a casual classroom.  This model has drawbacks, however, and Robert is one of them: it is open to abuse.  

Mr. Jenkins is at his wit's end.  He must take a risk with either Robert or the rest of the class, or come up with some unforeseen alternative.  What do you think you might do in his place?  What advice could you give him in this situation?  
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