Individualizing Instruction in Secondary Schools— Umila Devi Dasi

By the time children are about twelve years oldstad them have developed personal
educational interests. It is common for middle as®tondary students to have a
specialized vocabulary that their teachers donispes unless they share those same
interests. When absorbed in their passion, thesteszknts can absorb and apply
information and skills at an incredible rate. Theill also learn skills that may be
secondary to their interest, such as organizati@mory aids, typing, and so on.

Besides having individual interests even beforg th@er secondary school, students also
have unique academic, emotional, and social nebkds a& blanket curriculum and
program can't always address. Some have an inhki@ogical learning problem; others
have gaps in their education for a variety of reaso

The school itself may be structured in such a viiay tassembly line, factory” education
is impractical, regardless of the needs and intei&sstudents. Whether in addition to or
in spite of structure, the administration or teashmay have a personal commitment to
fostering strong individual relationships—mentorimgnd facilitating in addition to
teaching.

Once a teacher or administrator decides to indalide secondary instruction, whether
for one or all of the above reasons, there arerietyaof ways to accomplish the task. A
particular teacher may choose one of the ways six@ly or use as many of the methods
that fit both needs and resources.

One of the easiest methods is to adapt group teggbractices for small groups or
individual students. One can deliver a lecture me or three students as easily as to
thirty. A teacher can discuss the material witls@sil a group as one, and have questions
and answers. The students can be required to anoiags with questions for the teacher,
as well, in order to spark more interest and disicums Often it is the case, particularly
when dealing with intelligent and motivated studeriat less time is needed overall for
the lecture/discussion/question format to achidaeedame result as in a large class. In
other words, an hour discussion with two studendy mchieve what requires 5 hours
with a large group. The small group rarely has iglse and control issues, and the
teacher and student can concentrate on what's mgsbrtant or difficult for the
particular students involved. A drawback, howeverthat the atmosphere tends to be
more casual—students and teacher may sit on the $awel rather than the teacher
standing at the board while the students sit wittelnooks poised, for example—and this
informality can encourage tangential topics takingr the class time.

When a large group method is used for one or astedents, a teacher can keep the same
textbook assignments, lesson plans, and so foethaps simply finding that classes take
less time and therefore students can use someaifwduld be lecture or discussion time
for completing independent work. However, it isogfossible to have basically the same
format as for a large group, but tailor the progfamthe needs and/or interests of the
student(s) involved. For example, when teachingridism to one student who has no
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interest in sports, one might skip the normallynpked unit on sports reporting, and
instead spend extra time on investigative reportmigch this student finds particularly
exciting or difficult.

Obviously commercial lesson plans and textbookgassents that demand group work
have to be abandoned when there’s only one studdhe class. However, sometimes
student and teacher can work as the group, or swntiiee individual projects can be

pursued in more depth. Sometimes a student can wwitk adults in the greater

community, other teachers in the school, studemtanother school, relatives, and so
forth, on what would normally be a group studeffref

When there is a small group of students who wishemd to learn something different,
one can also use cooperative learning methodsatieaequally effective with a large
group. Investigative projects related or integmlthe subject are divided between the
students of the group, so that each student becteneert” in a particular area. They
then work together to produce a finished produet thecessitates each sharing their
knowledge with each other. The teacher acts asairee person and mentor throughout
the process.

Some other standard teaching methods are particulaeful for individuals or small
groups. There are many games, both on and offdhepuater, which impart knowledge
and skills in such a way that student interestrofferpasses what is generated in large
classes. There are also simulations, which mayayr mot have game-like features. These
simulations (for example, designing and runningitg) care generally done on the
computer, though some educational simulationsawvetéch games.

In addition to tailoring large class methods, thare ways of teaching which especially
address the circumstances of teaching one or adéeandary students. One such method
is for teachers to work out individual learning trasts with students. The student(s) and
teacher, and perhaps the parents, meet at the fetite academic year previous to,
(ideally) or at the start of, the year in which #tadent will study the subject, and decide
together on both the objectives and the way of mgethem. Fulfilling a learning
contract can take many forms. Students can readlarabsignments from textbooks, or
research independent projects. These projectseagplorting on and compiling the work
of others (e.g. a research paper), reporting aadidg their own conclusions from direct
observation (e.g. a science project with reseasger), or doing something entirely or
mostly original (e.g. investigative project in \aus fields).

Learning contracts can involve interactive compuit¢orials—one of the most exciting
methods of individualized learning. The contraah @lso be for completing a finished
work that will involved the application of the lowéevel skills normally taught in an
equivalent course. For example, a student or sgrallp can design their own school
newspaper, compose their own songs—both lyricsransic, write and produce their
own drama, build their own models to demonstratergsric proofs, and so on.
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For such contracts to work, the students involveddnto be interested and even excited
about the subject. The teacher probably needsvie dgdchedule where the desired result
is checked in small increments. The teacher camasein instructor, mentor, or resource
person. It is often the case that a student fuijlla contract will work with several
teachers or even adults outside of the school. sMif€ourse, a contract can be as simple
as what one high school English teacher did withome year. | had to turn in a research
paper every two weeks on a topic of my choice dmvsup only to take the classroom
tests. | learned how to complete the papers iretl@ys, and got rewarded with extra
study hall time in which to work on other assigntsefhe system greatly motivated me
to learn to produce high quality research in thertgst possible time. | doubt that such a
result was in that teacher’s mind, but | remairteftd to her for it.

Just as there should be natural rewards for comglentracts well and early, there
have to be negative consequences for the studesdemteadlines come and go without
meeting the requirements. Such consequences siuealtly be part of the initial contract
so as to eliminate misunderstanding. Teachers ghalgo be aware that individual
learning contracts are best for those with “intrapeal intelligence,” or those who are
expert at motivating themselves. If there’s a graugpking on the same contract, the peer
pressure generated will be a great help. It may bés necessary for the teacher to do
quite a bit of “hand holding” for the first conttaor the first phase of each contract.
Some students are great starters but poor finislae some great finishers but poor
starters. A benefit of the learning contract ig thaedicated teacher will get to know his
or her students as people with their strengthsveeaknesses and will adjust accordingly
until the students mature enough to know how to pemsate for their weaknesses.
Students who successfully complete contracts ghydrave a much deeper sense of
accomplishment and satisfaction than is gained fregular classroom assignments.
Such students have learned how to plan and exexyteogram, and how to take
advantage of an expert’'s experience and guidance.

Another type of individualized instruction involvesot having a small group or

individual learning a different subject from whédtetbulk of students are doing, but
having students work at their own pace or in thgmn way on the same subject. In other
words, all twenty or thirty students in the classro are learning math, grammar,
vocabulary, and so on during the same class timethey are progressing at different
speeds or are learning through different modaliteoth.

If the only difference in the classroom is the spapd/or level of students’ learning, then
there may be a class where everyone is studyingy,nbat some students are in pre-
algebra, some in algebra I, some in basic mathsane studying trigopnometry. In order
to accomplish this feat, the instructional materiaéve to contain everything or nearly
everything the students need. Some student texthdmkexample, have up to half of the
important instruction and material in the teachestition; a student would have a

difficult time learning the subject merely from sua student book. Other textbooks,
however, are designed to be primarily self-insioral. The ideal format for such self-

instruction is probably a programmed, incremergat.tl have seen incremental texts and
programmed texts, but never both combined in a cehgnsive printed course. Such
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material exists to a limited extent in some sofeydhe downside of which is generally a
prohibitive cost.

| suggest that the method described above be usedrgy for subjects that are not very

creative nor worth augmenting with discussion. Matammar, spelling, vocabulary,

and any drill work in any subject, are excellenhdidates for this approach. | further

suggest that this method only be used when allestisdn the room are working on the
same subject. It is rather easy for a teacher jussatis or her mind from basic math to
trigonometry; but quite difficult to switch from gends to areas of triangles. The mental
switch from both subjects and levels takes onlgwa $econds longer than just switching
levels in a subject. However, those few seconds adeh up to many minutes of

instructional time lost in a class period.

Once self-instructional material is found, thereedse to be a system of self or peer
correction of daily work. A teacher cannot corrg@tdifferent math lessons a day, either
on the board or after school. Sometimes the setection is built into the material, as in
a programmed course. Other times the teacher c&e mhee answers to daily work
available. Students can be required to correctgassnts at a separate area with a
different color pen than the one used to comple&gwork. Or they can correct each
other’s work, with “buddies” only correcting workoim other levels. Naturally, when
there is self or peer correction, grades canndbdsed on the correctness of this work.
Grades can be based mainly on tests, with credlecdr subtracted depending on
whether or not daily work is complete and on time.

In the above situation, the teacher acts as a andrtroubleshooter. Students who are
having difficulty can come up to the teacher’s deskhe or she can go to the student’s
desk, when there’s a specific question. Students lvéve a question can raise their hand,
or call the teacher’'s name; they are then put list and helped in order. If there are too
many students needing help, the teacher can askra advanced student who has
finished their work early to act as a teacher'sstast. The teacher also needs to be
aware of students who are doing poorly on testsnawer ask for assistance. These
students need to get help on a regular basis whethmt they ask for it.

A little more complex than simply having studentsrking at individual speeds and/or

levels is having students—all in the same subjecén area that is mostly drill and

formula—use different methods, or different speledsls and different methods. For

example, the most excellent programmed grammarseauay simply not work for some

students. Or a particular student may need a nmisualapproach to math than that in the
text or software that is the standard for the cl&sch individualization of method is

done the same as individualization of speed/ldvat,requires even more flexibility on

the teacher’s part. The more the teacher is famiigh all the materials and methods
used in the classroom, the easier it will be. Onevo students learning with an entirely
different text or method is quite difficult to mageif that medium is new to the teacher.
The program can be done if the need is great andeticher has a firm commitment to
meet that need.
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Other ways of individual or small group teachingdlve stretching the teacher, so to
speak. After all, individualizing may create a ktgial problem—how to teach so many
subjects to so many students when there’s a limtadber of teachers, or no teacher
with developed expertise in the student’s areatafrest.

In such cases, students can learn wholly or pbrtiatough a “surrogate” teacher. There
are excellent high school and college (*honors”“AP” for high school) courses
available on video, audiotape, computer progranmsl most recently, the Internet.
Courses delivered via computer, whether with peaksoftware or on-line, are often (not
always) interactive and even sometimes can adgesirding to the answers the students
give. Software can include an audio and video corept With courses via Internet,
there can even be “live teachers” who can giveudestt personal attention beyond the
interactive features of the instructional softwarke classroom teacher can supervise the
program in the sense of making sure students ardgpy the time with the course.
Many of these courses have methods of assessnatrhéclassroom teacher can use to
generate grades.

Whether through adjusting various methods of laggeup teaching, individualizing
within a large classroom, or designing programgisipally for the needs of one or a few
students, teachers enter a wonderful world wheivishaalizing secondary instruction.
Students are involved with their studies, get helpheir areas of weakness, and learn
how to learn in a way rarely possible in most graogtruction. It can be a most
rewarding program for students, parents, teachedadministrators.
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