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TALENT SPEAKS VOLUMES

A single great teacher can change your life by introducing you to a new language,
helping you master a new skill or opening a door you never knew was there.
That’s why every year we award the Fishman Prize for Superlative Classroom
Practice: to celebrate a select cohort of public school teachers who demonstrate
exceptionally effective teaching with students from high-poverty communities.
Founded in 2012, the Prize is named for Shira Fishman, a TNTP-trained math
teacher who has received local and national recognition for her achievements at
McKinley Technology High School in Washington, D.C., where she continues to

teach today.

Each year, our selection process becomes more rigorous. In 2014, more than 820
teachers applied. About 100 were invited to submit teaching videos, and 21 were
selected as semi-finalists for unannounced classroom observations by TNTP. Ten
finalists were interviewed by an expert panel of judges including Shira Fishman—

and just four were named winners.

The winning teachers receive $25,000 each—one of the country’s largest
monetary awards for practicing teachers. Just as importantly, during the summer
of their award year, they collaborate during a month-long virtual residency,
reflecting on their classroom practices, exploring the larger issues that shape
their profession and contributing to TNTP’s own efforts to understand and

support great instruction.

The 2014 residency included visits to New York, Silicon Valley and

Washington, D.C.,, where the winners met with top educators, writers, researchers,
policymakers and philanthropists. It was a busy summer that offered the winners
a chance to explore the education landscape while making their voices heard to

decision-makers and thought leaders eager to hear about their classroom expertise.

We believe that when four of the nation’s best teachers dedicate a month to
reflecting on their schools, their students and the hard work of teaching, the

entire profession wins.

As always, a central part of the residency experience is the chance for the winners
to capture some essential elements of their practice in writing, telling the stories
of their classrooms in their own voices. We publish these essays in an annual
collection highlighting the skills and strategies the Fishman Prize winners use to

achieve extraordinary results.
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“I’'m in awe of the 2014 Fishman Prize winners and feel so lucky to be associated

with this group of teachers. Their passion for their students, and for education

in general, was evident in every aspect of the selection process, and is even more

obvious when spending time with them in person. They have already accomplished

so much in their classrooms and have made such an impact on hundreds of

students—and they are clearly not slowing down

, »

—Shira Fishman

CLASSROOMS WITHOUT LIMITS

For many students, grappling with a new
subject can feel like learning an entirely
new language—and in many cases, the

subject is a new language.

Great teachers can make these new languages seem
approachable, exciting and familiar. They build students’
fluency over time, whether that means learning English,
understanding physics or calculus, or breathing life into

a musical instrument.

Helping students gain that fluency is a huge challenge for
teachers, and one reason why effective instruction is so
important. New and daunting subject matter is part of
everyday life in the 21st-century classroom, yet for many
students—especially students in high-poverty schools—those
challenging subjects can feel off-limits. This is the issue our
2014 Fishman Prize winners chose to address in these essays:
How can teachers give all students, regardless of background,
the tools and support they need to master entirely new skills

and have equal access to life’s opportunities?

The question could not be timelier. As school systems across
the country tackle increasingly rigorous academic standards
under the Common Core, teachers have to be ever vigilant
that those new skills are accessible to all students. The
Fishman Prize winners seem to do that effortlessly, helping

their students build community, confidence and proficiency in

skills as varied as debate, physics, calculus and music.

Yet turning students into fluent thinkers requires fluent
problem-solving on behalf of the teacher—a blend of the
right content, the right delivery and unwaveringly high
expectations for all learners. In slowly but surely translating
the new into the familiar, this year’s Fishman Prize winners
help their students master subjects that will help them as
students in the short term, and as college- and career-ready

adult learners in the long term.

Their results in the classroom speak for themselves. English
Language Learners in Oakland, California vigorously debate
the tragic milestones of World War II-—in the fourth grade.
High school students in southern California and South Tampa,
Florida excel at the Advanced Placement science and math
courses that many adults believe are beyond their reach.

And in a tiny band room in Chicago, students who had never
before held a musical instrument learn to own every note in

a Complcx arrangcmcnt.

No single essay can capture what makes these classrooms so
amazing, and the writing here offers just a glimpse into the
teaching you might see on display on any given school day. Yet
together, these essays are proof that great teachers impose no
limits on what their students can learn—and refuse to allow

their students to impose limits on themselves.

Read on to visit four incredible classrooms where students are
accessing new worlds and opening doors that were previously
believed to be beyond them. We hope the 2014 Fishman Prize

winners can show you what’s possible.



9th-12th GRADE BAND
UIC College Prep
Chicago, IL

“I refuse to let my students think that music ff-lim

not talented enough to perform in an ensemble,” says Stev

/ /
school band teacher and music department chair at UIC Ce X = Noble
Network of Charter Schools in Chicago. “Music is for all. .

A Chicagoan by birth, Steve has long held a passion to worli disadvantaged youth
When students enter his classroom, 90 percent of them have never taken a basic m
class, held an instrument or read music before. Yet, with nearly 200 students, Steve

routinely leads the school’s ensembles to first and second place rankings in city and

statewide competitions. In the Jazz Ensemble’s first year o x1stence last
students placed eighth at the Berklee College of Mu31c nal High a% .
Festival, where they competed against schools with longstandmg tradi

musical excellence. - n . —

Steve’s students learn rapidly due to his high expectations and attention to every

detail. When he noticed inattentive students gazing at the blank walls during class, for
example, he had local artists paint the walls with murals of musical concepts. Entering

his classroom is an immersive experience in music.

“We’ve been enthralled by Steve’s use of music as a pathway to long-term success for his
students in education and in life,” says TNTP president Tim Daly. “When his students
see how much they can accomplish when they approach their instruments in the right
way, they know how much they can accomplish by approaching any new challenge
in the right way. You start to wonder why every high school student in America isn’t

taking four years of music.”

In Steve’s essay, “Own Your Sound,” he describes how his focus on deep discipline helps

his students become stronger musicians—and better learners beyond the band room.



In my class, students learn quickly that
dedication, perseverance—and mistakes—

make you a stronger human being.

Click...Click...Click...Click...

The metronome beats through two loudspeakers at the front
of my classroom. As my afternoon Beginning Band class
finishes playing an eight-measure exercise, I pause the beat

and wipe sweat from my forchead.

“Okay, how can we make this better?” I ask. “I want everyone

to put their finger on a spot where they made an error.”

Students search their music to see what they must do

individually to improve the next repetition.

“Got it?” I see nods of agreement, looks of determination.
I press play on the metronome. “Here we go. One...

two...breathe...”

As the students begin, I notice a marked improvement in tone,
intonation and note accuracy. Circulating to give feedback, I
hear Dan play a third space C with great tone. I'm floored and

immediately stop the class.

“Dan! Oh my goodness, bro! You hit the high C. Did you
hear that?”

Dan says, “Yeah, I...I guess I did.”

“You’ve been struggling with that note for a few weeks now.
What happened? Why are you able to play it today?” I just
had to know.

Right in front of the whole class, Dan says, “I’ve been

practicing at home every day, like you said.”

I take the time to slap him high five and celebrate his progress.
I want the whole class to see a real life example of hard work

and deep discipline paying off.

8 | OWN YOUR SOUND

For the students I teach, my classroom is unlike any other. It’s
almost as if it were its own kingdom within the school. For

us to be successful, each and every student must realize that
the extreme rigor in my class is all about developing and
maintaining a high level of discipline. You don’t become a
great musician—or a great student—overnight. It begins with

having a high regard for even the smallest details.

The Utmost Respect
“Mr. Sanders, I want to play the trumpet,” says one of my
freshmen Beginning Band members, pointing to an instrument.
While I love the enthusiasm and sense of pride in his choice,

he’s pointing to a clarinet.

This is how little some of my students know about musical
equipment, and why it’s so important for my students to learn

to respect the instruments they will eventually master.

A reading teacher would have a problem with students
throwing books about as if they weren’t valuable. A biology
teacher would get upset at the sight of expensive microscopes
being handled without care. We are blessed to have band
resources at our disposal. With the most expensive classroom in
the building, we have an obligation to treat this treasure trove
with the utmost care and respect. Under no circumstances

do I tolerate the misuse of band equipment. This includes
instruments, music stands, cleaning supplies, percussion
accessories, band chairs and anything else that we use in

my room.

In the first semester of this past year, our band program
received a generous grant, including instruments that were
significantly more expensive than our current ones. For the first
couple of weeks after we received them, however, the gleaming
instruments sat idle in the front of the room. Students were

only allowed to look.

If they showed me they could take care of their current
instruments, I told them, I would be willing to let them play the
new ones. One of these new instruments was an $8,000 tuba.
When I removed it from the case and set it in the front of the
room, all of my sophomore tuba players practically salivated

from behind their student models.
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Deep discipline encourages students to
strive for perfect performances even when
the music they are playing is full of mixed

metered measures.

Finally, a few months after the new instruments arrived,
Davion, my first chair tubist, got a chance to play the new
trophy. I loved seeing him handle it as if it were his most
prized possession. Owning your sound starts with respecting

the instrument that forms it.

Deep Discipline

The great jazz trumpeter and music educator Wynton Marsalis
put it very plainly: “Invest yourself in everything that you do.
There’s fun in being serious.” The way that I have set up my

class is largely based on discipline.

Discipline is usually thought of as punishment, but I do not
refer to discipline in the punitive sense. It goes much deeper

than that. The word is derived from “disciple,” which means

“learner.” In essence, discipline is the act of becoming a student.

To succeed in my class, students must focus and remain
engaged for extended periods of time. They must develop the
art of going deep inside of themselves to practice a craft for
mastery. They also must learn how to transfer knowledge and
draw on all parts of their experience in education to be the

best musicians that they can be.

Cuban jazz trumpeter, pianist and composer Arturo Sandoval

once said, “Blow your life through your horn.” I believe

that a musical instrument /lives the instant a student breathes
their energy into it. The sounds that students produce on their
instruments are totally theirs. They cannot hide from them.
They must own their sound. I instill in my students a deep
respect for the sounds they produce on their instruments by
helping them to appreciate that everyone has an opportunity
to sound great. The question I pose is: Are you disciplined enough

to go after a great sound?

Deep discipline will cause students to lock themselves in a
room until they master a passage of music on their instrument.
Deep discipline makes students want to sit completely straight
in their chairs for 75-minute class periods. Deep discipline
encourages students to strive for perfect performances even
when the music they are playing is full of mixed metered
measures, syncopated rhythms and rapid chromaticism.

And, oh yes, deep discipline is what Dan developed in order

to be able to finally play a third space C on the trumpet.

That’s deep discipline. And in my class, it’s transformative.
It’s what allows us to change from individuals into a band,

from students into musicians. Discipline unlocks possibilities.

A New Language

“Music happens to be an art form that transcends language,”
according to the great jazz musician Herbie Hancock. In my
estimation, music is a much loftier language than the spoken
word. Yet the steps to learning a spoken language have much
in common with learning to read music. Whole, half, quarter,
eighth and sixteenth notes are the “words” in which music
finds its voice, and fluency in reading them is essential to

great musicianship.

Changing from individuals into a band, from students into musicians.
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Each year, more than 90 percent of my students come to me
without any prior knowledge of how to read and understand
musical notes and symbols. Spoken language has programs
like Rosetta Stone and the Pimsleur Method. In my classroom,
students become familiar with count/position/play, a method
designed to help students when practicing on their own.

They will use it as a step-by-step process as they encounter

more challenging passages.
Let’s take a closer look.

Count

If you come to my room, my students counting a rhythm
together sound like disciples chanting a script in unison.
Whether students have a big voice or a tiny one, they all buy
into the notion that everyone must open their mouths and
count. Some are naturally shy and timid the first couple of
times that we engage in this activity. Periodically, I have to put
my car right up to their mouth and whisper, “I can’t hear you.”
The more I do this, the more they hate it, but we only get better
as a group when everyone is involved and giving their very best.
We have set goals as a group and each student has to be willing
to own those goals and give 100 percent of their energy to

achieve them.

Position

After we have counted the rhythm, we move to counting and
positioning. Students recognize the letter name of the note while
executing the correct position or fingering on their instrument.
If you were to walk into my room, you’d think students were
performing a scripted chant with hand motions. Everyone is
uttering the counts, silently performing the passage on their
instrument while I circulate to assess whether or not students
are fluently moving through the exercise. My pointing finger
or bulging eyeballs signal to students that they may want to

consult a position chart.

Play
After a few rounds of counting and positioning, we are ready
to play. At this point I pose a question to the class: “What is the

number one rule of sight reading?”’
The class responds in unison, “Don’t stop.”

This attitude 1s critical. Reading music can be challenging and
the natural inclination of human beings is to stop at the first
sign of a mistake. But if my students are pushing their ability,
a certain amount of failure is inevitable. Embracing failure
sends the message that it is okay to struggle and learn from
mistakes. After we have read a passage, I ask if we can do

better. Undoubtedly, students will be eager to try it again.

WHAT BAND MEANS

I hesitate to use the word “rules” when describing
how I manage my classroom. Instead, I use the word
“expectations.” [ strive to use language that makes
my students think about their actions and what
effect they will have on others. Instead of saying,

“I command you to..” I say, “I expect that you will..”
This simple switch in syntax suggests that students
are in charge of their actions and know that if they
do not meet an expectation at any given time, they

are inhibiting the progress of the group.

My foremost expectations are based on the
acronym BAND:

B. Be positive

A. Acknowledge that we need you
N. Never give up

D. Do better than your best

I once saw a poster featuring this acronym and
decided to expand on it for the purposes of my
classroom. If students do these four things each
day they come into my room, I can guarantee their
success. I let them know from the beginning that
starting to play and continuing to play a musical
instrument is not going to be an easy feat. I am

not going to smile the entire time and sugarcoat
my feedback. They are going to need to always be
positive even in the face of difficulty and challenge.
Giving up is selfish and can prove detrimental to the
overall group. I've also taken the old cliché saying
of ‘do your best’ and stepped it up. I believe that
every student has a best effort to offer. I also firmly
believe that students can do better than their best.
Somehow, the best is just not good enough for me.
The stakes are too high and I'm trying to produce
lifelong musicians that will use music to open up

doors of opportunity for themselves.

STEVEN SANDERS | §



TEACHING AS AN
EVOLUTIONARY PATTERN

Tony Williams is widely regarded as one of the most
important and influential jazz drummers to come to
prominence in the 1960s. He made a statement that
has always resonated with me: “People try to get into
drumming today, and after a year, they’re working
on their own style. You must first spend a long

time doing everything that the great drummers do.

Drumming is like an evolutionary pattern.”

Teaching is a lot like drumming. Great teachers do
not learn how to be great on their own. They study
closely those who have come before them. T have two
very close colleagues who work in the same charter
school network and teach the same content. Our
collaboration (mostly band banter) normally starts
at 5:30 a.m. through text messages. Conversations
range from new music to new methods. We are
always pushing one another and looking for ways
to get better at our practice. They both have been
teaching longer than I have, and I owe everything
that I am able to do in the classroom to them.
Teachers everywhere can learn a thing or two from
Tony Williams and start to view teaching as an

evolutionary pattern.

Reading music is a linear process, and if an individual

stops every single time they make a mistake, it will stunt the
development of the skill. This is by no means easy. Anything
that takes effort is worth it, and in a way, music education is a

playbook for how to achieve in every area of life.

In my class, students learn quickly that dedication, perseverance

—and mistakes—make you a stronger human being;
But...students will be students.

Every now and again, one or two will try to take shortcuts to
learning the skill of reading music. They may take a pencil and
lightly write the letter name underneath an unfamiliar note—
a definite violation of the music reading process. Notes have a
specific place on a staff. Every time a student writes in a note
and looks at it while reading music, they are inhibiting their
progress toward fluency. Only when students can automatically

associate notes with the respective line or space where it

6| STEVEN SANDERS

appears will they eventually be able to read any piece of music

in front of them.

Early in the year, I caught Janiya writing in the notes and
decided to ask her this question: “If you were learning a new
language, would you write a translation underneath every

passage that you had to read?”

She looked at me and said with a sigh, “T'hat would defeat

the point of learning a new language in the first place.”

Ding ding ding! She got the point. When I saw that she
understood, I walked over to her music stand with a grin,
ripped her music out of the binder, balled it up and shot it in
the trash. Then I calmly walked over to the extra music bin
and pulled out a fresh copy. She gave me a tiny smile as

I continued the lesson.

The Classroom as Our Stage

Discipline is the watchword in my class, but let’s face it: the
minds of my students will wander from time to time. Knowing
this, I strive to make my room appealing to the eyes. When you
walk in you are immediately inundated with murals on the walls,
not just pictures of random musical symbols and inspirational
quotes, but images of skills and concepts that students will visit

and re-visit for the four years they are in my class.

If students are looking around the room, their eyes may land
on the rhythmic pyramid. Here they can review whole, half]
quarter, eighth and sixteenth notes. They may begin to look at
the sound pyramid and to see how their instruments fit within
a nicely balanced ensemble blend. They might look up at the
order of flats and sharps to remind them how to figure out
their proper key. If they’ve forgotten how loud to play mezzo
piano, they may look up and see exactly where it fits into the
dynamic scheme. And if they are really distracted, they can
feast their eyes on the faces of great composers and musicians,

past and present.

The room is so different from others in the building that
students can’t help but feel that they are in an altogether
different kingdom. From the constant click of the metronome
in the air to the beautiful artwork on the walls, students are
immersed in this kingdom of music for the entire time they

are with me.

Even though the space I deal with is not a typical band room
with tons of square footage, I make the most of what I have.
Every class has their own seating chart based on a standard
model of two horseshoe shapes. Students have about a foot of
space between them and the next person. This allows them to

zero-in on their tone and further own their sound.



Count, position, play—just don’t write in the notes.

Music is everywhere, and I'm everywhere, too. The floor
plan allows me to get next to any student within two seconds.
Informal feedback is a must for my students, and that means
I need to be close enough to provide it in the moment. I can
tap Katherine on the shoulder when she plays an incorrect
rhythm. I can stand in-between the trombone section when
they are playing out of tune. I can get back to Darius, who

1s playing his drum a little too loudly for a soft section in the
music. In constant motion, I keep students on their toes and

turn distraction into discipline.

What’s Your Music Story?

Did you take piano lessons at a young age? Were you part of a
garage band that played at local venues in your neighborhood?
Maybe you were a member of your high school band or

sang in the choir. It could be that you wish music had played

a bigger role in your youth, and now you’ve enrolled your
children in private music lessons so they won’t miss out.

Whatever the case may be, we all have a music story to tell.

What do you think Dan’s music story will be? Maybe he
will describe how he came to appreciate music as a core
subject, one that he not only enjoyed, but also worked hard

at. He might relate how he gained skills such as perseverance,

dedication and commitment while learning how to play the
trumpet. There’s even a slight chance that Dan will recall
having a band director who tried in earnest to share his

passion for music with all.

A colleague of mine often forwards me the image of a 1958
Max Roach jazz album cover entitled “Deeds, Not Words.”
That phrase is true for my classroom. Just talking about being
a great musician isn’t worth anything. If one truly wants to
succeed, he must work harder than he has ever worked in his

life and respect music as an art form that demands discipline.

When I show my students what they’re capable of as musicians,
I'm also showing them they can do anything else they put
their minds to when they devote attention to the details. Music
develops the tools of thinking itself. A comprehensive study

of music teaches students how to be patient and work toward
excellence. It’s proof that a group of like-minded people can
accomplish feats that very few think possible. Even if some

of my students do not go on to do anything with music after
they graduate, there is no doubt that music has affected them
in profound ways. After four years, they have all reaped the
benefits of deep discipline.

STEVEN SANDERS | 7



KELLY
LUNKIE

9th-12th GRADE PRECAL

Earl J. Lennard High School
Ruskin, FL

D AP CALCULUS

L
-
b
s and AP Calculus
ed in 2006 to relieve
n 2,000 students, 75 percent
has taught at Lennard High

and math coach.

An Ohio native, Kelly Zunkiewicz teache

at Lennard High School in Hillsborough County,
overcrowding at a nearby school, Lennard serve
of whom are eligible for free or reduced-price lunch

since its second year and is now both a classroom te

As the school has grown, so has Kelly’s teaching practice. She is voracious in improving
her own practice, visiting classrooms outside of her own area—like JROTC—in search ”
of new ideas and strategies. In her own classroom, she uses student autobiographies, '
surveys and conversations to inform her every decision, which has helped to propel

her students to make astounding gains. In her first year teaching AP Calculus, the

exam pass rate was 11 percent, and over a five year period, she increased that rate to

80 percent. More recently, this year her students have already earned a 93 percent
average on their winter benchmark exam, beating out every one of the other 26 schools
in Hillsborough County, which average 73 percent. Perhaps one of Kelly’s proudest
accomplishments, however, has been increasing the number of female students taking

her AP Calculus class from two to now more than half the students in the class.

“Great teachers are almost always careful planners for the content in their classrooms,”
says TNTP president Tim Daly. “That’s true with Kelly, too. But more than any teacher
we’ve seen, she also plans in advance for the students she’ll soon be teaching. Her
approach seems so simple that we found ourselves wondering why everyone doesn’t do

it. That’s true of so many things in Kelly’s teaching: She makes brilliance look easy.”

Kelly’s impressive results stem from her high expectations, the power of her planning
and her ability to develop a deep understanding of her students. Along the way, she
has earned impressive accolades, including being named Teacher of the Year for her
school and Mathematics Teacher of the Year for Hillsborough County, and serving as a
representative for the Measures of Effective Teaching Project for the Bill and Melinda

Gates Foundation.



The smallest details you can learn
about your students can have the most

profound impact.

My school year begins the minute I get my class rosters.
Clutching them like winning lottery tickets, I run to find our
Algebra 2 teacher, who had my new Precalculus students last
year. Notebook and pencil in hand, I sit with her in the teacher
planning area and ask dozens of questions. I'm not asking
who is well-behaved or who has an attitude—1I want to know
who my new students really are. I want details that can give
me a useful perspective when they enter my classroom. Do 1
contact his grandma or his cousin for encouragement from
home? Does she want to work at Disney World as Ariel before
deciding on a more permanent career? Does she take care of
five younger siblings after school while her single parent works
two jobs? I need this intel to build the bonds that will help my

students reach beyond their expectations—and achieve mine.

To adapt my teaching strategies to the students who walk in
my door, I need to gain their respect and trust by learning
who they are—and who they want to become. The work in
this class will be challenging. They will look at an exponential
function, explain the translations in relation to the parent
function, then graph it and discuss why the function cannot
have a negative output value. They will learn how to graph
the first and second derivatives of a function and explain
what their graphs mean in terms of velocity and acceleration.
It’s an entirely new language, and to help them master these
rigorous topics and skills, I need insight into their thoughts
and actions that will help me build deep relationships, provide
an individualized learning experience and drive them to their

maximum potential.

The details I need to build those relationships do not arrive on
my desk in a manila folder at the beginning of the year. I am
not required to learn this information, either. But investing in
those relationships early and often allows me to reach all of
my students, beginning with the information I have already

learned before the start of the school year.

YOU HAD MY NUMBER

A Strategic Seating Chart

Building relationships early in the year helps me understand
who my students are as individuals, and how to bring them
together as a team. My conversation with their Algebra 2
teacher helps me start the year with a seating chart that is

more than just a guessing game.

I start with a blank template of seven groups of four students.
The natural leaders are placed first, one at each group, then
the quiet or reserved students, and so on. The first day of
school, I skip the icebreakers, post their groups on the board,
and watch how my students react to a new situation without
any direction from their teacher. Who are they automatically
talking to? What kind of problem-solving skills do they have?

Who emerges as a leader?

By the time the bell rings, I have already made mental notes
about which students were helping others find their seats. I
remember who sat down and chatted with a friend for several
minutes before realizing there was a seating chart on the board
(they have the “gift of gab,” as my mother would say, and will
be the first students I call on to explain their reasoning). All of
these observations will help me pull each student out of his or
her shell and push them all toward a deeper understanding of

mathematics and themselves.

Within our teams, there is the expectation of collaboration and
support. Having teammates that can anticipate their needs
and support them with subtle positive phrases and high fives
can make the difference between giving up or going forward.

I tweak my seating chart often, but make it clear to students
that changing seats is not a punishment; I'm just looking for

balanced teams that can succeed together.

The smallest details you can learn about your students can
have the most profound influence. This year, I learned early
on that Dandy worked 30+ hours a week at Taco Bell, many
times late into the night. He was more of an adult at 16
than I had been at 21. I knew that if our class was filled with
worksheets or lectures, he would see it as a waste of his time
and skip it. If he knew he was learning, Dandy would come

to school.
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POSTCARDS HOME

Even before the first day of school, I welcome my students to Precalculus
or AP Calculus with a Lennard postcard sent to their home. The
postcards are a simple way to communicate with my students and

their families throughout the year. Most of my messages range from an
introduction: “Welcome to Precalculus! I hope you are ready to work hard
and have a great year!” to congratulations: “Fantastic job on your Unit 3
Test. You earned a 97 percent. Keep it up!” to encouragement: “I noticed
you have been working really hard in class. You've raised your grade

from a 72 percent to 75 percent this week. Let’s get it to a B”

It takes just a little time to write these short messages, but they go a long

By the end of the year, Dandy’s strong relationship with his
classmates and me inspired him to reduce his hours at work in
the week prior to exams so he could attend tutoring sessions. If
I had not looked beyond the sleepy teenager I met on the first
day of school, I would never have seen how determined he

would be to earn an A.

At the end of this year, Dandy gave me a big hug. “You had
my number before I even walked in the door,” he said. “I knew

I couldn’t mess around and this was serious.”

Math Autobiographies

Gathering intel from the Algebra 2 teacher and my own
observations is a great start, but I also want to hear straight
from the source, which is why I assign the Math Autobiography
on the first day of school. I stole this brilliant idea from my
mentor while student teaching in college. He taught me that
students need to have the freedom to reason and question to
form an interest in the subject. This can only happen with
trust and respect for the teacher, which I begin building with
my seating chart and postcards—and build on with the
Math Autobiography.

The Math Autobiography consists of seven inquiries:
1) What do you expect for this year? What are you looking forward to?
2) What do you want to accomplish in this class?

3) What are your short- and long-term goals for this school year and in
Precalculus/AP Calculus?

4) Explain your daily routine afler school (work, cooking, sports,

homework, etc.).
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way with students and parents. To this day, students like Doreida, from

my first year of teaching, have kept all of their postcards.

5) Explain what the following words mean to you: pride, success,

and teamwork.
6) What are your plans for afler high school?
7) Please share anything you_feel I should know about yourself:

I ask for at least one page of writing, but I am considering

a page limit because students who are essentially strangers
will detail their lives in five pages and still want to write more.
This assignment conditions my students to expect writing in
my class—and it also gives me insight into their lives that I
would never gather from normal conversation. One of the
most essential things that I've learned is that, next to family,
respect 1s the most important aspect of many of the cultures
at Lennard High School. Learning as much as I can about my

students 1s how I earn that respect.

Most students roll their eyes when I tell them I will read all of
the autobiographies, but most students also roll their eyes when
I tell them I will know their names by the third day of school.
Fulfilling those promises helps me become a new fixture in their
lives. When I exceed their expectations, they learn little by little

that they want to exceed mine.

Throughout that first week, I sit down at my dining room table
with my stack of autobiographies, a pen and a highlighter and
dive in, reading for details I can file away to be used later. In
my detailed comments, I share facts about my own life. When
a student expressed that he had to drive his terminally ill
mother to medical appointments even though he was not yet
16, I shared that my father was in the hospital when I was in

high school as well. These issues can be difficult to talk about,



but making this connection the first week of school allows me WO RD S O F

to understand his body language. The dark circles under his
eyes were not from playing too many videogames or watching E N L I G H T E N M E NT

Netflix, but from staying up night after night with his mother. ; ;
Students are always surprised to discover that the

More Questions Than Answers insightful sentences I've highlighted in their Math
The purpose of building your relationship with students Autobiographies will become a permanent presence
is to allow you to go further with the curriculum and raise in our classroom. The highlighted sentences are
expectations higher than the students have ever experienced. their “words of enlightenment,” to be revered by

In my class, that means receiving more questions than answers. all students, parents and adults who walk through

There will be a lot of frustration and struggle, but no cowering our doorway. They are posted on neon sentence

at the sign of defeat, only the strength and confidence to strips and line the walls of the corridor outside my
work harder. .
classroom and a large part of the wall space directly

Earlier in my career, I decided to make “why” the most inside my door. Motivating and insightful thoughts
important part of conversations with my students. Too often, from students past and present are there for us to
students make it through an entire day of school without being draw strength from, and they will remain for years
asked, “Why do you believe that? Why did you use that step 5 EEITIE.

here? Why did you stop?”
After realizing why I have highlighted their papers,

o - - 3 QS H
As teachers, we have been trained to answer our students students are ready to join the tradition and pick

questions—by giving away answers. Our students have been .
N SR ) - ) up neon sentence strips and markers from the
conditioned to wait for our answers, knowing that if they wait, . .
) supply table. They meticulously copy down their
we will eventually tell them what to do or how to proceed.

highlighted thoughts and sign their names into
That kind of relationship stifles our students’ ability to Lennard history.
think. Telling students what to do is like putting a Band-Aid

on a wound, but we need to clean it and put Neosporin on Parents, teachers, and other adults gravitate to

it first. Students can learn so much more from our refusal these inspirational quotes when they enter our

to immediately answer their questions, but it requires a classroom. Many are amazed and some question the
relationship of trust and respect that I have been working to authenticity of the quotes, asking, “Did you tell them
develop since the first day of school. what to write?” I am always surprised at this because

I find myself asking why whenever students answer a question 2l Stuc'lent 1285 ST CHASICT 0 Sy W
or think of a new idea. When Alex and Yovan had two need to listen.

different answers for the condensed form of a logarithm, they
called me over to settle their dispute. “This year I expect greatness. Not so much from

happenings of circumstance, but rather from myself.

“Ms. Zunkiewicz,” Alex said, “we are working on number eight. . .
] ) © This year I will take on new challenges, face new

I have this answer, but Yovan has this.” )
obstacles, and push myself further than I have in the

There really was no question. I was brought over to announce past. This year is all about reaching new heights.”
the winner. They were actually both correct, but they did not — Rebecca
know that yet. So I asked both students, “Why do you think
you are correct?” “This year I will constantly strive for the best, not only
) o ) for myself, but for my classmates.”
I could see Alex and Yovan frantically questioning, “Am I right,
- Ahnyiah

or is he?” Both were strong students, and neither wanted to

be wrong. They jumped into conversation, trying to prove to “Success doesn’t happen overnight. It’s gained over

me and their team why they were each correct. Asking why an amount of hard work and dedication, don’t quit as

started that crucial discussion and reasoning, which led to soon as it gets hard. It’s not about how many times

the realization that both answers were correct, but had used . .
you get knocked down, it’s about how many times you

different paths in simplifying, GET BACK UP/”

- Robert
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CUE CARDS

I remember standing in a long line at Subway,
waiting to place my order, and watching a new
employee struggle behind the counter. He was
unsure of what to say and ask, similar to new
teachers in the classroom. He kept looking at
something behind the glass window. I was curious,
so I peeked around the corner and saw small cue
cards labelled with white, wheat, flatbread, all the
types of bread, cheese and toppings for each sub.
Genius! I was so excited I almost rushed out without
placing my order. I now had a plan on how to
implement the strategy of asking why.

For months afterward, I put sticky notes, just like
these cue cards, all over my classroom. There was
one on my document camera, on the projector, on
my table to the right of my Smartboard. I even had a
poster-sized one at the back of the room that I could
see from anywhere. Those cue cards continually
reminded me to ask why—and also prompted my

students to join in and ask each other why, too.

Asking why helps students reach higher-order thinking, pushing
them to think deeper and more conceptually to reason

their thought process out in words. This 1s a great start for
questioning, but how are you going to respond to questions and
statements like, “Did I do this right?” or “I don’t know what to

do. ’'m stuck...”?

I knew that I was using a lot of questions to push my students,
but I honestly had a hard time pinpointing exactly what those
questions were. Writing this essay, I was sitting in the library,
surrounded by its deafening silence and a blank computer
screen, trying to explain my process. A typical Florida
thunderstorm rolled through, and I was hoping each lightning
strike would bring on an epiphany. Feeling as frustrated as my
students often do, I watched my teaching videos saved on my
computer, trying to answer the questions, “What was I doing to

engage my students?” and “How was I getting them to talk?”

As I filled up pages of notes from these videos, I realized that
I began with a powerful starter question every time a student
called me to their table. Whether students were asking me
about functions, acceleration, asymptotes, or logarithmic
properties, I consistently asked the same questions as an

entryway to the ideas they needed to discover.
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The questions I use most often are:
What does that mean?

What do you think you need to do?

What does your team think?

How did you get that?

What did you do frst?

What do you mean?

What happened here?

Can you explain this part to me?

Is there another way to say that or wnite that?

These questions are not groundbreaking or filled with higher-
order thinking stems, but they get my students engaged, talking
and explaining what they did and what they meant out loud.
You will find students having their “aha” moment midsentence.
While discussing the sine function with one of my teams,
Vanessa almost jumped out of her chair with excitement to
share with her classmates. I actually took a step back from the

group so that she could have the floor to guide her team.

I want to warn you that these questions may have an initial side
effect of student frustration. One day, I heard, “I just don’t get
1t!” from across the classroom and turned to see Skye pound his
fist on his desk. One of his partners was shaking his head after
explaining the difference between one- and two-sided limits for
a second time. Anqi jumped in, trying to help by drawing an
example on her whiteboard. It was a team effort and a crucial

moment for Skye.

From a distance, I began to see Skye spiraling downwards. His
teammates had the best intentions, but it was time for me to

step in. “What’s going on, Skye?”
“This doesn’t make any sense!”

Skye was about to reach his breaking point, so I pulled up

a chair so I could be on his level, face to face. “Is it the one-
sided limits or the two-sided limits that are throwing you for a
loop?” I continued with my questions to get at the source of

his confusion.

We both knew he wanted to take AP Calculus the following
year, but he needed to prove he would work harder and believe
in himself more. Skye pointed at Anqi’s example and said,
“This 1s where I am stuck.” Earlier in the year Skye would have
stopped here and waited for me to ask why, but he continued
on his own. “I don’t understand why this limit can equal two

when the y-value at that point is actually six.”



Asking questions as an entryway to the ideas students need to discover.

Together we discovered why the two-sided limit could equal
two and that two-sided limits did not require continuity.
Pushing through that frustration was only possible because of
the relationship we had built from the beginning of the year.
He trusted me to walk him through this process and was no

longer looking for me to give him the answer.

If you build strong relationships with your students now, you
can lean on them to push harder for success later. Learning
1s tough. Strong relationships allow you to be real about that
struggle, ultimately empowering stude