Chapter 2

Let’s Talk

XXXXX

My Experience with School in the 60’s
You might have noticed by now that I’m passionate about teaching children. When I was young most teaching in public school or children’s church was not child centered. This story reflects a classroom experience from my past that is not centered on the children’s needs. Maybe you’ll see a little of yourself in my story.
I clearly remember my experience as an elementary school student in the Midwest during the 1960’s. We all sat in tidy rows and columns, which were always kept in perfectly straight lines. The teacher’s desk was at the front of the room, and because we were in alphabetical order, and because my last name was Wilder, I always ended up in the back corner of the class. We had our own world back there governed by its own “back of the room democracy”. Fortunately for me my best friend’s last name was Ziller, which caused us to be predictively seated next to each other year after year.


We never minded being in the back of the room. It was quite pleasant back there. Actually, life was good back there! We could gaze out the window and daydream, slip notes, or whisper with little to no chance of being discovered by the teacher. When the inevitable occasional question was asked by the teacher, of course none of us had a clue what she was talking about. However, the back room democracy had come to the conclusion it was best to say, “I am not quite sure Mrs. Hurst, could you please explain it again?” This response was almost unassailable. 


We felt no shame in absolutely ignoring whatever was going on up front. And the front of the room made no excuses for ignoring what was going on (or not going on) in the back. It was a sort of mutual unspoken agreement. It is amazing that any of us in back learned anything. 


I vaguely remember that my friend Paula Ziller, generally seated one desk to my right, needed glasses. She couldn’t see the board if her life depended on it. This was common knowledge in the back, but because of poor “frontal and posterior sectional inter-communication” no one up front figured this out until halfway through the third grade. Again, it is amazing that any of us learned anything back there!


Although I have fond memories from my elementary school experiences, I did not learn how to communicate with large or small groups in grade school. I developed this essential skill in my mid-teens when I was removed from the standard quiet, tidy-row classroom and placed in a private school. As an educator, I now realize that during my elementary school experience I missed out on countless learning opportunities. Because of this, I have decided that I will make an opportunity for my students to learn and grow in a way that was not available to me is a child. I feel that the “Constructivist Approach” allows me to do this in a natural, reciprocal, relevant, and dynamic way. 

I have come to question the assumption that learning is a quiet activity that is best accomplished with workbooks, dittos, and by quietly listening to the teacher. I am not encouraging chaos, but where did I get the notion that learning should be completely quiet-shhhhhh? I have discovered that through my own experiences and research, that there are many ways to learn. My own response when I learn something that excites me is to share what I’ve learned and get feedback. My poor husband has had to discuss and listen to things that I have learned in conferences, classes, and workshops. He’s been a good sport and in the process has learned more about education then he ever bargained for. We have shared stories and experiences that are somehow related and woven together with a thin thread or sometimes a thick cord. I love these conversations because I can share what I’ve learned, and then I’m stretched by his response. There is a wonderful proverb that gives a vivid picture of how we hone each other’s thinking through interaction.

Just as iron sharpens iron; so does a man sharpen his friend.  

Proverbs 27:17
It is when we interact with one another, rub up against each other, possibly disagree, maybe grate on each other a little as knives rubbing against each other, that we sharpen our thinking and deepen our learning.

