
Teaching Case One
Portrait of a Beginning Teacher: Rachel in October

Rachel applied for a teaching job at B’nai Moshe Academy with high hopes. At Brown University she had studied modern Jewish Literature and Renaissance art, summering at an art therapy camp for mentally disabled adults. For the last two years she had worked as an aide in a third grade classroom in a Jewish Day School in New York City, while taking evening education courses at Teachers College.  She was excited by the prospect of taking over her own classroom, of spending the day surrounded by children, and of infusing her own passions into the curriculum. 


The interview committee at B’nai Moshe Academy was very impressed by Rachel’s credentials and enthusiasm. They knew that she was just the sort of person they wanted at their school. Less than half an hour after her interview ended, the headmaster called to extend an offer: a 0.8 position teaching 6th grade Judaics and 6th grade Math. Rachel explained that while she would love to teach at the school, she did not think she could survive on four fifths of a beginning teacher’s salary, and she would have to decline. Anxious not to lose this exceptional candidate, the headmaster did some creative brokering. Rachel could earn a full salary; she would pick up a 7th grade math class that the assistant headmaster, Tamar, had been teaching. While Tamar had enjoyed the regular contact with students, she would be happy to have more time to tend to her many administrative duties. 


The week before school started, Tamar showed Rachel around the school, pointing out the teachers’ lounge, the adult restrooms, and the photocopier. She would be sharing a classroom with the other 6th grade teacher, Susan, who had been at B’nai Moshe Academy for seven years and taught English, Social Studies and Science. Tamar opened the file cabinet in the back of the classroom. “I moved my files from last year’s seventh grade math class in here for you. You are welcome to use anything you want. Just about every assignment I gave out is in here, though I can’t say that they’re in chronological order.” Rachel, thrilled by the windfall of worksheets and activities, thanked her. 


In the cupboards above the file cabinet, Rachel found a brand new set of 6th grade math text books, workbooks, and a teacher’s edition. After a thorough search, she could not locate any resources for teaching Judaics. When she asked Susan where they might be, Susan replied, “Yeah; I guess we don’t really have a curriculum for that. It’s your area of expertise, though, isn’t it? I’m sure you’ll come up with something wonderful.” 


By adapting some of the Judaics lessons she had observed as a classroom aide, and infusing some of her favorite literature from college, Rachel did figure out a set of lesson plans to start the year. She followed the teacher’s edition for her 6th grade math class, and pulled activities from Tamar’s file to give the seventh graders each day. She worked hard to make her lessons rigorous, determined to turn her students into strong critical thinkers. She was surprised by how immature they were, and how unused to thinking independently.  


One Friday afternoon in early October, Tamar ran into the parent of an eighth grader at the supermarket. The parent gushed, “Our son David was so lucky to have you 

as his math teacher last year. He just loved your class. I’ve heard that things are not going so well this year, eh?” Tamar, surprised, said nothing. She had thought that Rachel was doing fine. After all, she never came to ask for help, and when Tamar checked in with the group during weekly faculty meetings Rachel always said she was doing fine. Tamar resolved to observe Rachel’s class the following week.


Monday morning, during carpool, Mike Thomases, whose three children all attended B’nai Moshe Academy, approached Tamar. “We need to talk about the new 6th grade teacher. My daughter is miserable in her math class. She says the teacher does not explain things well and is mean. She just gives them assignments from the book and yells at them when they ask for help.” Tamar, sensing that trouble was brewing, replied, “Yes, I’ve heard this from other parents, too. I’ll take care of it.” 


During lunch she found Rachel in the copy room with a sandwich in one hand, photocopying assignments for her afternoon classes. She told Rachel that she’d like to sit in on a math class. Rachel looked stricken. “This is really not a good week, Tamar. There is just too much going on. Can we make it next week?” Seeing that Rachel was in a rush, Tamar asked her to come by after school. 


When Rachel entered the main office that afternoon, Tamar asked her how things were going. “Fine,” Rachel replied, looking tired and wary. Tamar told her that Dr. Thomases and some other parents had complained. Rachel immediately became defensive. “The kids are just mad at me because I want them to think for themselves. You know Dr. Thomases, he complains about everything.” 


After a pause, Tamar asked “How are you getting along with the students?”


Rachel rolled her eyes and looked away. “They’re middle schoolers. They can be really rude, not just to me but to each other. I sometimes have a hard time getting them to listen to me. It is like they don’t even care what I think.”  


Tamar nodded. “Middle schoolers can be difficult. What kinds of community building did you do in the beginning of the year?” Rachel looked at her blankly. “Ah, I get it,” said Tamar. “You need to build a classroom community. Get to know the kids, let them get to know you. Establish a culture and some guidelines.”  


They talked for a few more minutes, then Rachel left for the day. On the way home, she stopped at the library to check out some books on building classroom community that Tamar had recommended. Then she stayed up until eleven planning her Judaics lesson. 


A week later, Mike Thomases and several other parents were chatting on the sidelines of the soccer field. Mike mentioned that his daughter was not happy with her math teacher. Another parent, whose seventh grade son was also in Rachel’s class, said that he was struggling to understand the concepts, even though he had never struggled in math before. And a third piped up, “Oh, the new teacher? My son hates her.” The next morning Mike was in Tamar’s office. “This situation with the new math teacher is intolerable,” he said. “She is a terrible teacher and all of the kids hate her. You have to do something – it can’t wait any longer.”  

***

Teaching Case 
Portrait of a Beginning Teacher: Rachel

Questions about the teaching case

Step 1: Describe the important facts of the case

Step 2: Answer the following questions:

About the new teacher
· What strengths does Rachel bring to her position?

· What challenges does Rachel face as a new teacher?

· What is it like for Rachel to be a new teacher, learning to teach, in this school?

About the administrator

· What is Tamar struggling with?

· How does Tamar understand Rachel’s needs as a new teacher?

· What could Tamar do differently in the short term to support Rachel?

About the institution
· What is missing in this school that might help Rachel?

· What could the school do in the long term to support all new teachers?
©2007 The Teacher Learning Project: A project supported by the Mandel Center for Studies in Jewish Education at Brandeis University and the Covenant Foundation.


