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STANDARDS IN THE CLASSROOM

As a student going through the M.A.T. program here at Willamette University, I feel as though I am constantly bombarded with hypothetical challenges that I am going to face when I actually become a teacher.  Instead of choosing the path of panic that seems so natural of late, I am determined to change my outlook.  I am going to look at these challenges as great learning opportunities that I’m eager to tackle.  The opportunity that I would like to expand on at this point is the broad topic of standards and benchmarks in our classrooms.  Little by little I am learning more about what standards and benchmarks are as well as related tests and seemingly endless terminology.  The deeper I look into these issues, the less I fear them and I am actually quite anxious to find a harmonious place for them in my classroom.

By taking this optimistic approach, it’s easy to find a couple of different ways in which my teaching will be enhanced by these standards and benchmarks.  First of all, I look at these formal and in depth standards as a fabulous way to guide my first year curriculum “map”.   With goals extracted from the standards included in my map, I will be able to facilitate and guide my class with more confidence because of the clear path that I know will benefit my students.  Additionally, if Sally Student from my class moves to another school, I know that she will be prepared to continue with a similar curriculum in another Salem or Oregon school.  I also think that within the standards exist high expectations.  I am prepared to expect a lot from my students because I believe that student have an amazing ability to rise to school and teacher/class expectations.  Therefore, my curriculum will be challenging and the students will get a lot out of their experience in my class which will encourage them to succeed in 8th grade too.

With all of this positive back patting about the standards and benchmarks, I must be humble and share a few of my concerns.  What if this challenging curriculum and this map of the year full of high expectations is too much for students?  What if they feel overwhelmed because of the amount of information that we cover in class and express this by misbehaving?  I think that kids do rise to expectations but I also believe that students learn at different rates and I don’t know how the standards compensate for different learning paces without getting into tracking.  In sync with my newfound attitude though, I am going to look at these obstacles as opportunities.  I propose a solution to the challenges I have just suggested; I think it’s a matter of staying in tune with your students and using your plan, which was created with the standards close by, as a guide and not a calendar.  As the teacher, it is imperative to know where your students are with the information that they are supposed to be learning.  If this map is leaving kids behind, you can still stick to the same game plan but alter it so that it fits the needs of the students more accurately.

No matter how important the standards are, the students are first and foremost what schools, teaching and learning are all about.  Yes, standards and benchmarks are a part and parcel of being an Oregon teacher but that is no reason to choose one over the other.  I truly believe that you can teach with the standards in mind to the benefit of the students.  If I didn’t believe this, I don’t think I would be able to put everything I have into becoming a teacher because there’s no denying that standards are in every Oregon classroom.   

