Lesson Plan – US School System – March 2014
Target Students: 4f (arts program, Gimnazija Nova Gorica), visiting students from Poland; other 4th year classes in the future
Unit/Topic: Education, school

Skills: Reading/Writing, Speaking, Presentation skills, Group work/Cooperation, Cultural/National differences, Analysis of materials/Developing their own theories/conclusions based on data

Lesson Length: one 45-minute lesson

Lesson Plan:

1. The students are greeted and introduced to the teachers (for the benefit of the visiting students and their teachers).

2. The topic is introduced: the students are asked if they know anything about schools in the United States. Do they know of any differences or similarities? Have they seen anything about American schools or universities in the media (i.e. TV, movies)?

3. The students are organized into six groups. A few Polish students are assigned to each group of Slovenian students. The presence of the Polish students will encourage/require use of English during group work.

4. Each group is given a handout with information about some aspect of the American educational system, in the form of charts, lists, short paragraphs, etc. Each student is also given a handout with a chart to make notes about similarities and differences between the American and Slovenian (or Polish) system.
5. Students are instructed to study and analyze the group handout for information and comparisons between the two school systems. They should record the differences on their individual handouts and be prepared to present the information to their classmates. They are given a lengthy amount of time to work. The teachers monitor the groups.

6. Each group is asked to share their findings on their particular aspect of the American education system. The handouts are shown on the computer screen so that the students from other groups can see the materials that each group had to work with.

7. The students are asked for their comments/general observations on what they learned during the lesson. What were they surprised by? What do they think might be better/worse about the American educational system compared to their own? Does the information match what they have observed in the media (i.e. movies, TV shows, in the news)?

8. Homework: The Slovenian students are asked to write a paragraph summarizing their observations.

Reflection:

The lesson was planned as an alternative to a traditional two-lesson lecture on the American educational system. Due to the circumstances – the fact that this particular class is not so receptive to traditionally formal lessons such as lectures, and because a group of students would be visiting on exchange from Poland – it was thought that a different methodology, namely a more interactive and conversational one, would be more appropriate. The materials were based on the Powerpoint slides from the lecture.

Unfortunately there were some problems. The worst was the presence of the Polish students – they were a big distraction for the Slovenian students, and as a result each group spent significant amounts of time simply chatting and very little time actually looking at the materials and trying to understand them. This is in addition to the fact that the class is a large one already, and adding in the group of Polish students made the groups too large for proper group work and cooperative learning. Many students did not listen to the instructions and therefore when it came time to present the information, the chosen spokesperson simply read from the materials and made a few brief, superficial comments. This performance varied from group to group, but on the whole was poor compared to expectations. Time management was difficult, as we gave the students more time to work in hopes that they would focus after sharing some initial conversation. The Polish teachers accompanying their students did little to assist us in encouraging the students to do actual work during the lesson. As is common with this class, no one did the homework, either.

Nonetheless, I think the lesson is worth trying again sometime in the future, at a time when the distractions will not be so great, and possibly with a smaller class or one that is more inclined to serious work. Working with the sports, art, and theater classes is always a struggle, as many of those students either have no interest in English (or doing well in it) or they don’t see the value of the class for their futures, while the gimnazija students and European classes students are generally more focused and interested, if only to do well in school in general. Admittedly, this depends on the specific class, but it is a general trend. Additionally, the idea of making the lesson more interactive and student-focused has been something I have thought necessary for some time. While the lecture might be an efficient, complete, and easy way to deliver the information, and I do make efforts to make it interactive by asking students questions and for their observations while delivering the lecture, I do not think it is always the best way to deliver the lesson, as it is too teacher-focused and many students don’t bother taking notes (even though a worksheet is provided to them to guide their note-taking) or doing the homework (usually to write an essay explaining which school system they think is better, or the advantages/disadvantages of the American system).
