Teacher Inquiry Summary


Nancy Warden, Eagleville School, Eagleville, Tennessee

     While I’m certain that some of my fellow teachers’ inquiry reports will be filled with statistics chronicling student gains made throughout the year and detailed descriptions of activities implemented and assessed in the classroom, that is not the case with my summary.  My inquiry plan was to keep a teaching journal detailing my year of transition from the middle school to high school setting.  The truth is my teaching journal contains little of the bumps and potholes I’ve encountered along the way.  


In July I purchased an attractive leather bound book just the right size for carrying in my backpack.  The crisp lined pages excited me as I prepared to begin my teaching memoirs.  I couldn’t wait to get started, and my first zealous entries, written even before the school year began, contained my fears and self-doubts as to whether I had made the right choice to change grades and school systems.  I also babbled about my excitement over being able to teach literature, particularly American literature.  On those pages I fantasized about class discussions over some of my favorite literary works by Hawthorne, Faulkner, O’Connor, and Chopin.  I scribbled down my hopes and dreams for the coming year where for once we would really become a community of readers, writers, and most importantly thinkers.  


However, the fantasy didn’t last.  Between reading the curriculum literature, planning discussion questions and writing assignments, practicing ceaselessly for the state writing assessment, and reading papers, my journal, like the best of New Year’s resolutions, fell by the wayside.  So here I am, like all those January 1 dieters now approaching bathing suit season and no closer to their goal of losing those stubborn twenty pounds, beginning the last six weeks of the school year with precious little to show for my lofty ideas.  


The still new teaching journal sits on the chest at the foot of my bed, but rather than being filled with notes on successful lessons implemented in my classroom it contains notes on books I’ve read and lists of books I want to read.  Sometimes I’ve struggled so hard to keep my head above water this year that I’ve forgotten to reflect at all.  Well, except for those nights I couldn’t fall asleep for all the thoughts tumbling around in my head and all I could do was reflect.  Under my covers I reflected on the fact that many of my students refused to read the assignments no matter how brief they were, and therefore we couldn’t discuss in class a text no one had an understanding of in the first place.  I reflected on the fact that the majority of the students were more than capable of writing a paper worthy of the “magic 4” on their writing assessments but refused to attempt a decent response because these scores don’t impact them directly.  All this late night reflecting and tossing and turning made me want to burrow under my covers until the first day of June.


The true chronicle of my school year can be measured by looking at the planner on my desk where I write down exactly what chapter and page in the novel each class is on because all my classes can’t ever seem to keep pace with one another.  The homework I assigned also finds a place here because otherwise I’d forget to take it up, and of course at the bottom of each day is the running list of things I need to do.  Every day I feel lucky to cross off one or two, and the rest move to the next day’s to-do list.  



The 2’ x 2’ monthly calendar that sets in the center of my desk is filled with due dates of projects and papers, in-school activities, and ballgames I have to work.  My filing cabinet, virtually empty on the first day of school, is partially filled with manila folders bursting with handouts, tests, webquests, and short stories I’ve collected or created.  Some have notes attached charting their success or suggestions for improvements in the future; some don’t.  


On the bookshelf behind my desk are notebooks and books full of sticky notes marking activities to do or stories and poems to read.  Some have been completed; some haven’t.  Saved on my computer are tests and handouts I generated, my contributions to the ever popular school improvement plan, and spreadsheets tallying which students have shown up to the remediation programs of credit and grade recovery.  


Nowhere in all this will you find page after page of sprawling handwriting describing their excitement at writing a random autobiography or posting to the online discussion forum Moodle, nor will you read about the shock students expressed after reading Roald Dahl’s “Lamb to the Slaughter” and William Faulkner’s “A Rose for Emily.”  Nowhere is my disbelief captured when a student turned in the same literary analysis over The Scarlet Letter that I had written and handed out as an example to the class.  Did I mention that the only difference was that he somehow managed to mess up all the quotes?  



Nor have I captured the laughter heard in my second period classroom when one student cast me as an evil witch in a short story or the endless teasing I received for spending three-fourths of the first semester on crutches.  There is no record of the conversations shared with students over everything from history to philosophy to preparing for college.  There were days I loved my job and my students, okay MOST of my students, and there were days where I hated the world and wanted to quit.  


However, as I write this I realize that in spite of the fact my teaching journal didn’t come together as planned and in spite of the fact I have  constantly reminded myself I felt this way my entire first year of teaching, I must say I have gained a world of experience over the course of the past eight months.  Perhaps some of the most important things I’ve learned are as follows:  You can’t solve all the problems of the world or even the education system.  Admit when you’re wrong, and stand your ground when you’re not.  Treat others fairly.  Laugh at yourself.  And the most important lesson of all is go in there each day and do what you’re there to do knowing that tomorrow is another day with a whole new set of surprises and challenges just waiting to be conquered.
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