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As I look over my thoughts and feelings at the beginning of the semester I’m struck by the thought that I really was entering into this experience as an idealist. I don’t see this as a bad thing at all; rather my beliefs and goals have been tempered and refined in the furnace of the classroom, taking a more practical shape and form. I was very concerned with the things that made Metro different in the early phase of my student teaching, and now I find myself striving to find the connections between my placement there and at, say, a more “traditional” school. Most of the students there have come from other schools in the district, and many of them want to return to those schools. They may or may not find the nurturing environment of Metro helpful, but they often see it as a temporary home. 


My assumptions about the population were informed by my own experience as a student at Metro, and I have found them to be largely accurate. It really is a very diverse population with a wide variety of geographic and educational backgrounds. Many of my assumptions about the staff, however, turned out to be more or less true depending on the situation. I do think that the teachers at Metro are the hardest working group in the district, based on my meetings with a district-wide Professional Learning Community. I’m not so sure now that they are all comfortable with their dual roles as educators and social workers. Many of them seem wistful when talking about their previous teaching assignments, with students who were disciplined and relatively highly motivated. Mostly, they seem tired of the daily doses of drama that the students inevitably bring to class. It’s a very small student body, most of the students know a lot about the others and what they do outside of class, and the very open structure that makes Metro what it is means that the barriers between what happens outside and in the classroom is blurred. The teachers seem, well, resigned to their fate—with some exceptions—although they do accept it with grace, humility, and no small amount of humor. 


In the beginning, I was very idealistic in the sense that I had rather grandiose and romantic ideas about why Metro was doing what it was doing, and how I might fit into that role. I think much of that is very true, as far as really caring about students, trying everything I can to understand their personal stories and lives, and making a real attempt at tailoring my teaching to meet them somewhere in the middle of the road. What I wasn’t really thinking about in those days was the fact that I was still teaching in a Language Arts environment. We were still reading novels, writing, discussing, and doing everything else that any other LA teacher would be expected to do. Now, that is a lot of work. A dizzying amount. What happened is that I learned to balance real structure with an open attitude in regards to what happens in the classroom. I had to plan for all sorts of contingencies, and have backup plans for those. Failing any sort of planning, it became easier to work within a framework or guideline instead of trying to map out a flow-chart of LA ideas and concepts. I had a lot of work to do outside of class, as well as during class, and even after. Just because the students don’t have recognizable homework doesn’t mean I don’t have to grade things. The saving grace for me was that, after I had passed a certain mental hump, the planning, grading, and even in-class presentation began to feel much more natural and easy, so I was able to focus once again on the more interesting aspects of teaching.


It was at this point in my student teaching, about two thirds of the way through, that I began to very seriously consider what I was doing in class, and how that might apply (or not) to a “traditional” school. I looked very closely at planning, creating interesting and (dare I say) fun assignments. I analyzed what exactly the students would be doing during my lessons to keep them engaged. I looked at grading, how to make comments that were helpful but still conveyed instructional aspirations. What I determined was that, even though Metro was “alternative” and, in many ways, a truly different environment from many other schools in the district, the students were in fact very much the same. They differed, of course, in terms of socio-economic averages and other such measurable criteria, but they probably shared far more in common with the student body of other schools than anyone was really willing to admit. They had, in fact, come primarily from regular schools and by their own stated desire would return to them. They saw this as another school. Perhaps one with certain advantages in terms of flexible scheduling, daycare, or a host of other factors, but a place of learning nonetheless for better or worse. Those who didn’t like school generally didn’t like Metro. No matter their background, the key for me to realize was that they learned like anybody else. What worked at this school would very likely work at another school, more or less. By extension, something that didn’t work here may be marginally more successful somewhere else, but a bombed assignment would be a bombed assignment anywhere. Coming to this realization freed me from thinking that I was there to save the students in some way, and made me understand that what they really needed me to be was a great teacher. A teacher who also happened to care about them, wasn’t interested in punitive levels of structure, and who they could open up to and trust in terms of what I was asking them to write, discuss and reflect on. 


I think that many of the original ideas I had about my placement at Metro were well-founded. I can now see the experience from a broader perspective, and I can see that I was really learning to be a better teacher more than anything else I might have been doing there. I was, perhaps, focused too narrowly on looking for the differences and celebrating them, and now I can see that there is much universality between what I was doing and what I might plan on doing for my career. I’m glad that I came to this conclusion, and that I’ll be able to mine this experience for nuggets of pedagogical gold for many years to come. The students have reminded me that, no matter how much I think I know about them, no matter how strange or stressful their circumstances in life, they are students in my classroom and it behooves me to teach them to the best of my ability. That’s about all I can do, but it feels like enough. What’s more, it feels like something I can do anywhere I end up teaching.  



