It was a privilege to shadow Ryan Blue for a day at Judson Middle School in the south part of Salem.  Ryan is a 7th grade male, one of the few African Americans at Judson and he is on an Individualized Education Program (I.E.P.).  My very interesting task of following him around to witness “a day in the life of a student” started first thing in the morning on September 21st and ended when he boarded the big yellow school bus that afternoon.  Ryan was happy to help me and flattered that the principal had suggested him as a subject in the first place.  His excitement, in itself, is a testimony to the kind of person that Ryan is.  He is hard working, polite, generous and simply an all around good kid.  He doesn’t have the easiest time with school but because he has a great attitude and puts forth a lot of effort, he seems to get along pretty well.  I am anxious to share some of my observations from this experience and I believe that this exercise will have a lasting impact on my outlook as a teacher and my daily interactions with students.

Ryan’s behavior is quite impressive for his age.  He is a conscientious student who comes to class prepared, shows up on time, stays on task as much as he can and he doesn’t disrupt his classes with chatter.  In some of his regular level classes, he works extra hard to try and figure out what is going on with mixed success.  His I.E.P is related to his learning pace and his comfort level in his classes seemed to increase when he felt like there was a decent fit between the curriculum and him. 

Ryan’s relationship with his teachers is directly tied to the amount of individual attention that they give to him.  For first period, he has the basic 7th grade math class with Ms. Alexander.  It’s a unique class because it’s small and Ms. Alexander is able to spend more time working with the students on more of a one on one basis.  Ryan likes it so much that he comes in before school every day and puts down the chairs to help Ms. Alexander get the room ready for the day.  

The only other teacher that I felt Ryan had a good relationship with was his English and social studies “skills” class.  This is another lower level class with fewer students and again, this has a positive affect on the students because they are all given more attention and they seem to have a good relationship with Mrs. Smith.  The students are also more apt to volunteer answers because they know that they will be given time to think through the questions, the teacher won’t just call on the first person who raises his or her hand- this was the case in a lot of Ryan’s “regular” classes.      

Most of Ryan’s friends, both in and out of class, were kids from his math and skills classes. He said “Hi” to a few people in the halls in between classes including the few other African American kids at Judson.  Otherwise, Ryan was always looking for the fastest and most efficient way to get to his next class because he didn’t want to be late.  He often walked alone to class and didn’t initiate conversations with other students or adults whom we passed.

Aside from Ryan’s involvement in his math and skills block classes, I think you could label him an “invisible” student.  If a teacher didn’t go out of his or her way to try and reach out to Ryan, he struggled to figure out exactly what the teacher wanted from class and didn’t volunteer any of his ideas.  Since he is labeled a slower learner, I think he automatically feels intimidated when he is in mixed learning level classes.  He was as quiet as a mouse in these classes and didn’t feel inclined to speak freely.  In his health class, they were playing health “bingo” for bonus points and there weren’t any negative repercussions for guessing the wrong answer but Ryan just sat there while all of his classmates actively volunteered answers and received extra points.  His fear got in the way of something that he could’ve really benefited from.  In band, he didn’t always start playing his trumpet when the songs began but since he sat next to a row of trumpet players, if one trumpet started late, it wasn’t apparent and the band teacher never even noticed.  During Spanish, the teacher spent most of her energy disciplining one student and laughing at this same student’s antics.  All of the well-behaved kids, including Ryan, sat through this not really knowing what to make of it.  

I am learning that a lot of teachers surrender to the “teach to the middle” philosophy.  They think that about 10-15% of their students need the teaching/ learning pace to be slower and that the same range needs it to be faster.   They figure if you teach to the middle, you can reach the greatest number of students.  Following this formula with Ryan, it would come out that every teacher who prescribes to the above philosophy misses him.  Personally, I don’t think the fact that Ryan becomes invisible has much to do with his ethnicity, I think it has more to do with his learning label and the fact that a lot of teachers don’t see how they can reach out to these students.  My reasoning is because he’s not alone. From what I saw for this assignment and what I see at Judson in general, students who don’t make an effort to “stand out” often end up blending in.  Ryan’s ethnicity may increase his invisibility but I don’t feel like I can draw a conclusion like that based on a single day. 

As I form my own classroom goals and envision what teaching will be like, I know that Ryan will always be in the back of my mind.  What little things can I do to make sure that each student feels recognized?  I know that simple things can make a difference such as knowing the student’s names (four out of Ryan’s six teachers knew his name), calling on kids who aren’t raising their hands, nurturing wait time, and making sure that if I do teach to the mean of the class that I am still checking in with those who are going ahead or falling behind.  Ryan’s “skills” teacher, Mrs. Smith, has this wonderful way of starting her class.  As she takes attendance, she greets students by eye contact, name, and tells him or her how glad she is to see them.  That way everyone starts out on the same footing and is given individual attention.  She is extremely talented at reading students and tries to meet them where they need to be met- whether it’s a pat on the back, words of praise or a good joke- she knows how to reach kids!  She was easily Ryan’s favorite teacher.

When I was done with my day of shadowing, I asked Ryan “What would help me, as a teacher, help you at school?”  He said, “individual help.”  That, in itself, sums up what I will always remember from this assignment.  Yes, I feel blessed that I will work with kids like Ryan from different ethnicities, races, religions, and backgrounds and it is imperative to remember this.  My classroom will embrace these differences and I hope to use these assets to enhance the curriculum.  Beyond that, I will constantly make an effort to reach out, as far as my arms will go, so that each student in my classroom is recognized as an individual.  I don’t think that it takes that much extra effort to create this climate and I know that it makes a world of difference to both the students’ and the teacher’s ultimate success.     

