














It may not come as a huge shock, but a recent survey of American teenagers indicates that the average student spend sonly 3 hours per week doing homework.  (To see the exact findings, look for the “homework” link at AVReading.org.)


This national trend, in part, reflects a local trend as well.  In a recent survey of some accelerated classes here at AVHS (study sampling of 90 students), I discovered that 47% admitted to doing only  half or less than half of their weekly reading assignments.  


A 2004 issue of American Educator cites another study finding that students who do no homework will earn 19% less than the national average after they graduate.  A student completing at least 15 hours a week of homework will likely earn 16% more than the national average.  Based on last year’s national average income, that would be an $11,000 gap each year.


Helping our students to become successful means that we need to impress upon them the need to work beyond the classroom.  Yet it also means that as teachers, we may need to offer explicit instructions as to how students should do their homework.  Additionally, assignments should have clear purpose and teachers need to provide feedback in a timely fashion, so that results are immediate. For more information about strategies that will increase homework completion, visit North West Educational Laboratory at www.netc.org/focus/strategies/home.php 














 Teaching vocabulary has never been one of my strengths.  For one thing, it always felt tedious.  It just seemed like the few words I had chosen were just the tip of the iceberg.  For another, I never felt like students were really learning the words, but rather humoring me for the quizzes and then moving on with their lives, using the same words they’ve always used.  


At a conference this past summer, I encountered a speaker who gave me some insight into a manageable system of teaching vocabulary.  The speaker started by defining the difference between instruction and activity.  He said that an activity was handing out the list, and possibly the definitions, and then asking students to complete workbook pages or worksheets and quizzes to study their understanding of those words.  Instruction, on the other hand, was taking time in class to use and manipulate the word, and to practice vocabulary strategies, so that students are more likely to internalize and use the word.  


Here was the five step method proposed for teaching vocabulary words.  1.  Make the students pronounce the word; 2.  After reading the definition, have students try to explain the meaning of the word; 3.  Show students an example of how to use the word and have them think of an example on their own; 4.  Elaborate on the meaning of the word; 5. Review  the word and assess student understanding.  


Obviously this method would be more time consuming than an activity, but the benefit would be a heightened understanding of the word and an appreciation for language as a whole.    
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News


Reading Success—If you have tried a reading strategy recently, and it has worked, please stop by and let me know.  Or post it as a message at AVReading.org.  





Book Club--  The Student-run Book Club at AVHS has chosen The True Story of Hansel and Gretel by Louise Murphy.  Join us, Thursday, October 13th in Room 111.  





Fantasy Book Club—In our inaugural meeting last month, we choose our first piece of fantasy fiction: Myrren’s Gift by Fiona McIntosh.  Meeting is October 19, 2:30 in Room 111.  








A study completed in some San Francisco schools with high ELL student populations showed that on average, those  ELL students spent only 4% of their days engaging in “student talk”.  And only 2% of their day was spent engaging in “academic talk”.  This study, completed by Vanessa Girard of Project ELLA underscores a problem that we face across all classes and all students; are students on task and engaged?  





Some of the problems we face as teachers is that we believe we are engaging our students, when in fact we are engaging only a select few—those who are always answering questions in class (sometimes referred to as the “precocious learner”).  The active students allow the quiet students to remain passive, but ultimately they quiet suffer because they do not learn the appropriate discourse of the classroom.  





Here are things, offered by two reading researchers (Feldman and Kinsella) that teachers can do to ensure that all students have the opportunity to be engaged and active in the classroom discussions and lessons.  We will call these engagement checks, because they are a way to “check” students’ participation in non-threatening ways.





First, be sure that whatever question that is being posed to the class can be universally answered.  Next, model a concrete response that is appropriate to the age and level of the class.  Third, provide adequate wait time without blurting or handraising for students to formulate a response in writing.  Fourth, provide sentence starters (on the board) to help E.L.L. students who may not quite know how to begin their response.  Allow students to rehearse with a partner.  As they do so, travel around the classroom and designate students to address the class as a whole.  In this way, you can help those “quiet students” prepare for the moment.  You may even want to rehearse quickly with them.  Next, require students to listen by making them write down 2-3 responses they have to comments made by other students.  





These steps ensure that all students have a chance to respond to the prompts.  Making them talk in such a fashion gives you a chance to re-enforce lessons on academic discourse (answering questions in a loud, clear voice; speaking in complete sentences; listening and responding etc).  





Lessons like these also require teachers to really think about the types of questions and prompts, ahead of time.  Since the goal is to get everyone involved, the prompts have to be something that everyone can be able to respond to.  Therefore, teachers must approach the situation with the mind set that, “if I don’t expect everyone to be able to answer the question, why am I asking it in the context of this discussion?”





Here are some other strategies to increase student participation in the classroom.  They are taken from a hand-out prepared by Rasmussen and Day of Bethel College.





Minute Paper—Tell students at the beginning of class that at some point during the day you will stop and require them to write for one minute in response to the day’s activity.  Once students have written, you can choose to use these as a basis of a discussion, or simply have them handed in.





Think, Pair, Share—Offer students a prompt, give them a chance to write down their thoughts, pair them up with another student to give their responses, and then facilitate a full class discussion where students share their responses.





Predictions—During an overview or lecture, stop and ask students to predict what they think the lesson will be about.   You basically say, “Here are the basic facts of today’s lesson, what do you think you will learn?”  




















Time on Task:  Are your students engaged?
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“A great book should leave you with many experiences, and slightly exhausted at the end.  You live several lives while reading it.”


--William Styron
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