
Context 

 The third graders in my classroom at Lea are an energetic bunch.  Like many eight to ten 

year olds, they have energy to spare and are ecstatic to be given the opportunity to release any of 

it through an extra recess at the end of the day or a dance break at the end of a lesson.  This year 

is the first “off-script” for these students, as Lea was forced to follow the scripted curriculum 

since they entered kindergarten.  Overall, they seem to respond well to the parts of the day that 

are most different from their K-2 experiences, such as writer’s workshop and trade book read-

alouds.  Unfortunately, they seem to be lacking some critical thinking and participation skills that 

were not encouraged as part of the former restrictive curriculum.   

That so many nationalities that co-exist in the class is also impressive; students have 

immigrated from Bangladesh, Pakistan, Mali, Senegal, and Guinea.   Overall, students seem 

aware of the variety of places from which their classmates come, though they can sometimes turn 

this into a negative attribute rather than a celebrated difference.  Nearly half the class speaks a 

language besides English at home, though only two still receive ESL services.  Fortunately, my 

CM speaks Bengali and as such, I believe that students who speak that language feel that their 

home language has a place in the classroom.  Other students have spoken to me about their 

native countries and I would wager that the class knowledge of flags and political status of West 

Africa surpasses most other third grades in the country.  Students also seem to have a base of 

knowledge surrounding prominent African Americans and the civil rights movement in America 

in the 1960s.  During recent conversations regarding Martin Luther King Junior’s birthday, I 

overheard many insightful comments regarding historical figures and issues such as segregation. 

Recently, students spent some time writing about their dreams and goals for the future.  

Many wrote wonderful things, but I received a lot of blank stares when I asked them to elaborate 



on what they could do now to make their dreams come true.  This disconnect between what the 

students want and what they can do/are doing now seems to have an adverse impact on their 

academic performance and overall scholastic motivation.  Consider the following.  In response to 

one of these dream sheets on which a student wrote that she hoped to become a doctor, I 

responded that she should keep working hard in math class, as doctors need to be successful in 

that area.  After she read this, she approached me, completely flummoxed about a connection 

between the two.  I want to help my students realize that in order to persevere and achieve their 

dreams, there are things that they can and should do now and that there are many intermediary 

goals along the way.   

In response to the dream prompt, many students wrote about their desires to be rich and 

famous.  Once again, I feel that they do not appreciate the hard work that (most) people who fit 

into those categories have done and the burdens they have overcome.  Helping students realize 

that they can actually accomplish what they want in life and showing them successful examples 

to which they can (hopefully) relate will, I hope, inspire them to keep trying even when it’s hard. 

In third grade at Lea, things often seem insurmountable, even to me.  Formal, standard 

assessments are frequent and principal-mandated preparation for them takes over a great amount 

of instructional time.  The goals that have been set for1 the students must seem very abstract- 

what does it really mean to write a constructed response that receives a 4/4?  I want to send a 

message that life is bigger than the Benchmarks and the PSSAs, and that there are things worth 

persevering through.  Can’t read the questions on the test?  Ok, well can you read a little more 

than you could before break?  It is my hope that a message of perseverance, with plenty of mile-

markers to celebrate along the way, will allow my students to bridge their classroom experiences 

to the broader world and realize that their struggles are common and surmountable. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Purposeful phrasing- set FOR them, not BY them. 


