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	Esteemed Colleagues,

                            I've attached the assignment for this week's chat.  It is a Word document, so you may have to open it at school if you don't have Word at home.  Please email me if you have any questions.

                                                                          Larry
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[The attachment is pasted below.]
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Reading Don’t Fix No Chevy’s






Chapter Four







For this week’s “chat” I planned an asynchronous 





discussion of the fourth chapter of our current 






assigned reading.  Listed below are four questions. 






Answer each in a short essay and email your 





responses to me by 8:15 Tuesday.  I will email the 





collected essay to everyone by 8:30.  From 8:30 to 





9:00 Tuesday night I want you to read each other’s 






essays.  At 9:00 I want you to get on digichat for a 






group discussion.

1. In your own words, define ZPD (p. 103) and explain how it applies to effective teaching.

2. We will be offering our online course to a variety of different learners.  How will we address the issue of pace in our online classes?  Should they be geared for the slowest possible learner?  Will the fact that the classes are taken with undefined daily schedule allow us to be more challenging?

3. The authors discuss the need for clear goals and feedback (p. 118).  In our modules should we have a page devoted to what the students should take, in terms of skills developed, from the module and how they might have applications in the real world?

4. Have you ever used the SRI technique described in Chapter Four (p. 131)?  If so, was it effective?  If not what do you see as the pluses and minuses of this technique?

Bonus Question:

Doesn’t that kid on the front of the book look a lot like Pete Sampras?




[Our responses are pasted below.  My answers are lettered as A. We read each others’ responses before we held the synchronous Digichat online.]

Chapter Four Responses:

5. In your own words, define ZPD (p. 103) and explain how it applies to effective teaching.

A  Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development (ZPD) refers to the environment in which students have the maximum chance of learning. According to Vygotsy, learning occurs when teachers offer a scaffold of activities/experiences that enable learners to do what they would not be able to do without building on these prior experiences/activities (Smith and Wilhelm 40).  

Being able to identify the array of scaffolding that a group of learners needs prior to engaging in instructional activities is crucial to effective teaching. Being able to design such instruction as well as being willing to devote instructional time to such activities are also critical. I have been abysmal at this during the current school year. We have 45-minute periods, and I am never able to get the prep work done and then have time for students to work in groups or individually. They forget when they don’t have time to practice and hone the skills before I turn them loose. 

B  It seems to me that ZPD is about creating a situation in which students stand their best chance at learning new material.  The creation of that environment involves providing background information, teaching needed skills, and a variety of other variables.

C  Zone of proximal development a.k.a just beyond the students current reach, but possible with assistance.   Expert assistance should be out in front.  Try to exhibit expert problem solving strategies to be emulated.  “A man’s reach should exceed his grasp”  The teacher needs to challenge, but have the solution possible with assistance.

D  The main idea behind ZPD is that, in order to learn, students need to be challenged with a real world problem or situation, in which the activities focus a student’s competence in the strategies and language of a particular field.  Teachers must provide support to the student for true learning to occur.  He or she must evaluate the student’s progress in order to provide the next level of challenge.
E  The Zone of Proximal Development is the ambiguous area in which a student has gone one step beyond what she is capable of doing on her own. It is at this point that a student is challenged enough to find the learning interesting; however, not challenged too much that the student is discouraged. In this way the student is taking a baby step in broadening her circle of competency. An effective teacher designs lessons to convey the strategies necessary to attain this new level of competence. These lessons will also be purposeful and show an immediate goal or practical use. 

6. We will be offering our online course to a variety of different learners.  How will we address the issue of pace in our online classes?  Should they be geared for the slowest possible learner?  Will the fact that the classes are taken with undefined daily schedule allow us to be more challenging?

A  I think we need to set rough time estimates (by the week) and then let the mentor, school system, and student work out the details on pacing. Students only using online courses part time will not be a problem one way or the other. Of those students who take an entire course, some will probably need to do fewer modules because each will take them longer. Once we get the complete background done on each module, mentors will be able to select modules that will assure all course objectives and SOL are taught but allow a slow student, for example, to spend more time on each activity. We need to be careful that—since these courses may be done at home—we do not have unreasonable expectations on the amount of time students will work on online courses.  

We should make sure that the work is challenging (and acknowledge that some students will require more scaffolding from the mentor), but we should be careful not to translate challenging into lengthy. I think we all have a tendency to do that. 

B  I think that the fact that students will have a great deal of flexibility in their schedules will allow us to make the courses fairly challenging.  Strong students will finish their work quickly and move rapidly from module to module.  Weaker students will need more time and may have to extend the hours they have planned to work on English each day.

It would be interesting to explore the idea of adding extra activities to each module to allow for “Honors” courses.  

C  The issue of pace is problematic.  We need to design activities in which the conceptual is stressed to all ability levels.  The focus of the lesson will probably need to be aimed toward the median student; however implementation of activities can cover a broad range Should they be geared for the slowest possible learner?   No. They should not be geared toward the slowest learner.

 Lessons should try and incorporate these components:
a. Clear and immediate purpose
b. Problem oriented work
c. Self-expression
d. Control
e. Choice of interest
f. Meaningful social activity if possible
g. (try to meet all the conditions of “flow experience”
h. I liked this quotation: “Having the purpose aids the struggle; using your developed competency is the reward.”
D  Pacing in online courses should not be geared toward the slowest learner, but instead toward the average to above average student.  The modules must be challenging.  The online teacher and the student should decide pacing, with the online teacher making the final decision.  The online teacher, along with the student, parents, and counselor are really the best judges of a student’s abilities.
E  We have designed most of our modules to last approximately 2-3 weeks. The length of time to complete the module lies with the individual context of the learner. If this is a learner who is only taking one module in the course than she can make arrangements with her regular teacher for timely completion. The regular teacher will be aware of pacing issues for that student. If it is a student who is taking the whole course in a year. Then the student may work ahead or make arrangements to take an incomplete if she needs more time just as is negotiating in face-to-face school. These parameters need to be set in the beginning, in the preparing and negotiating stages. The modules should not be designed for the slowest possible learner. This learner may just need more scaffolding from her mentor. By the same token a student who needs to be challenged more can receive these instructions from her mentor. Perhaps we can provide enrichment activities or alternative methods in the mentor resources. 
7. The authors discuss the need for clear goals and feedback (p. 118).  In our modules should we have a page devoted to what the students should take, in terms of skills developed, from the module and how they might have applications in the real world?

A  I do think we need to address the skills that students should be taking from a module. Students are often totally unaware of things like reading skills—and may underestimate the efficacy of a module unless they truly understand the specific goals. Sometimes we take for granted that students know why they are doing what they are doing when often they are clueless. Like us, they want to know that what they are learning/doing has practical, real-life applications. They want to know why. We need clear goals for each module or each component of the module—that is not the same thing as a checklist. Perhaps we could combine the two? I am not sure how realistic listing real world applications is. Presumably, the module’s authentic problem will provide real life application. We might need to point that out, however. 
B  I suspect that a page outlining the skills that will be developed in each module would be helpful.  In our classrooms we are asked to state objectives so that students will be aware of what they are supposed to be accomplishing.  An effort to do something similar for our modules would be useful.

As for assigning real world application, the module itself is made up of authentic activities; so clarifying what the skills are used for would be easy.

C  In our modules should we have a page devoted to what the students should take, in terms of skills developed, from the module and how they might have applications in the real world?  According to the text this would probably be a good idea.  In reality, the students will not read it or use it at this point and it might be better placed in teacher resources.  Students’ mindsets of themselves as empty pitchers to be filled will have to be addressed first.

D  The student should definitely know what and how he is expected to learn, but I think that this should be a part of the student/online teacher communication.  This may be a great thing to add to our negotiating or preparing sections in the mentor charts we have been working on in class.  Discussion of the application of those skills should also be a topic of discussion for student and online teacher throughout the entire module.
E  By providing a real world based challenge we are offering our students clear goals. We are giving them a very concrete problem. In addition, the students are receiving feedback on an almost daily basis from their mentor. Clear goals and feedback are already embedded in the design of our course. 

8. Have you ever used the SRI technique described in Chapter Four (p. 131)?  If so, was it effective?  If not what do you see as the pluses and minuses of this technique?

A  I have never tried to have students work with cutouts. I am actually planning to have students try it this week with a variety of short stories by Fitzgerald, Welty, Steinbeck, and Cather. I‘ll let you know how it goes, but we won’t be doing it until Friday probably. 

B  I have never used the SRI technique described in Chapter Four.  I am afraid it is a time issue once again.  I say once again because we talked about time constraints in our chat last week.  We would all like to do more in our classes but the planning takes a back seat to interims, grading, forms, picture day, etc.   I think it said in the book that they were going to discuss SRI in more detail later in the book.  I’m looking forward to it.

C  I have not used this technique, but would like to hear from those who have.  Symbolic Story Representation:  Focus on the how of reading and not the what.  I still think the what of reading is important.  This to me sounds like an out growth of “whole language’’ for reading.

D  I have used a modified version of SRI in many units, where students symbolically represent characters, settings, etc, in journals, puppet shows, portfolios, artwork and other concrete representations of the story.  Students really enjoy doing these activities/projects, but I have never required them to keep a log/journal of their strategies and skills or their thought processes.  I really like this idea and I will definitely add this requirement next time.  
E  I cannot say that I have used the SRI techniques per se. I could use some more description of the technique to get a clearer picture. But from what I gathered, the technique focuses on making reading strategies visible. It allows students to convey their understanding of the text through a visual means. The closest I have come to using this technique is in writing as I think aloud as I go through the process of writing a piece. In reading I have had students make story maps to show the development of plot using visuals. I have also asked students to use words as well as visuals to illustrate in what ways a specific literary term is connected to the novel Animal Farm. Lastly, students generally develop vocabulary maps for their words, which among other things include a picture representing the vocabulary word. I would imagine that the SRI technique appeals to visual learners and it also helps some students show connections that they can see visually, but have a hard time expressing in written form. 
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