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1.  Classroom Environment/Usage of Space


The room was perfectly adequate for the 15 students in Mrs. Shackelford’s class.  She stated that in the previous year’s class she had 29 students and it was not as roomy.  As the wing that the 3rd grade class was in had been a recent addition, the storage was abundant in the form of built-ins.  I was very impressed and I’ll admit, jealous for my school.  At CES, we have to use metal supply cabinets sitting out in the rooms to store resources, whereas at Manchester, they had all the built-ins, leaving a clean, open environment allowing for more floor space for “circle time” activities and silent reading nooks.  There were 30 lockers with cubbies on top for students lining the back wall.  Those were topped with book shelves and then cabinets.  Along the south wall was a line of 5 flat screen computers (no bulky hard drives as they are all on their network), with child-sized chairs with wheels.  I know this may sound like a minute detail, but imagine how nice it would be on the carpeted surfaces to have wheels on the computer chairs.  Atop the computers were more cabinets.  On the north wall, there was a counter spanning the whole wall with a sink at the end.  This counter sat on top of drawers of various sizes to accommodate all types of supplies and, again, the top of the wall was lined with even more cabinets.  Essentially, three of the four walls in the classroom were lined with storage opportunities, leaving the fourth wall for instruction with a Smart board.  In total, there were close to 100 cabinets and drawers for storage.  Mrs. Shackelford said the ample storage was a blessing but, at the same time, she does not have wall space to hang things.  I personally liked the clean environment, yet with the bright colors, child-sized furniture, and posters on cabinet doors, it did not feel “institutional” at all.  I felt that the environment was very well balanced between child-friendly and academic.

The children sat in traditional desks with storage directly under the work surface.  Mrs. Shackelford would rearrange the desks as needed throughout the day (i.e., “test positions”).  During silent reading times, the students would disperse throughout the room to find a perfect nook to do their reading.  All the furniture, even the potato chair in the corner, was child-friendly in size.

2.  Classroom Instructional Organization


Mrs. Shackelford would prompt the class as to what they were doing next, but the students, being in the second half of the year, are well established in their daily routines so little prompting was necessary.  Mrs. Shackelford had just received a Smart board for her classroom.  At this point, only one teacher in each grade level has a Smart.  She was well versed in how to use her board and used it often during instruction.  Another high tech instrument used is a personal PA system.  Each classroom had its own PA system – each teacher would wear a microphone around their neck and a speaker would “help” their voice carry throughout the classroom.  This can be a very useful tool when you have a hearing impaired student.

Because of the small size of the Manchester school district, there are only two classrooms per grade level, K – 6.  Therefore, all leveling of instruction has to be done within each classroom.  Mrs. Shackelford would take turns rotating around to her leveled groups, combining some whenever able.  Because of this system, the text books used had to be easily leveled as well.  This, according to Mrs. Shackelford, is a credit to their principal, Mrs. Platt, who helps find the perfect instructional materials for their school, as well as encourages new technology and ideas.


The children’s desks are arranged into pods of three or four students.  I never witnessed any time that Mrs. Shackelford had a problem maintaining the students’ attention, as they were such a well-behaved group.  Again, Mrs. Shackelford did recognize that her class of 29 students from the previous year was not as mild as her current class.  I felt that her instruction represented a lot of qualities of cooperative learning.  There was a great balance in the combination of students, instructor, and technology interacting amongst each other.

3.  Classroom Management Plan


When it comes to classroom management, I had to consider the timing of my visit.  Being that it was over halfway into the school year, and having such a small group of students, they were already running like a well-oiled machine.  One of the aspects that I believe helped set this tone was Mrs. Shackelford herself.  She had a very calm, laid-back demeanor, which set a calm tone in the classroom.  I also could tell that she set a higher standard in expectations from her students that was never questioned as the children would do just what was expected of them.

There was a point when I witnessed students in their pod all working from the same art supply box, and I was surprised to find that the box was not school property, but belonged to one of the students.  There was never a question as to whether he would or would not share, nor were there arguments in the “Hey! That’s mine!” fashion.  I suspect that being a small group of rural kids who are not very transient and have grown up together helps this attitude of “what’s mine is yours”, which is a neighborliness more often found among rural farming communities.


Each classroom had their own behavior management plans; Mrs. Shackelford used cards, yellow, red, and green to track behavior.  She stated that next year they will be implementing a school-wide reward based behavior plan called “No Excuses University”.  This plan sounds like a modified version of the current plan we use at CES.  There were plenty of “Character Counts” posters displayed in the halls and within Mrs. Shackelford’s room, child-created posters hung representing characters and rules important to them.


The children transitioned from subject to subject by prompts from Mrs. Shackelford.  Recess and lunch rotations were announced by a school-wide bell.  Two grade levels would recess and then lunch together.  They were split up so that it would be an older grade with a younger grade, so 3rd grade went with 6th grade.  The four teachers then would rotate duties on a weekly basis, one from each grade per week.

4.  Classroom Routines


Mrs. Shackelford takes care of daily attendance, posting to a school wide network.  She then collects any lunch money or notes from the students.  Any papers to be sent home go into the child’s built-in cubby/mailbox.  Children turn their homework into colored file folders representing each subject.  For lunch counts, Mrs. Shackelford first reminds students what the cafeteria is serving and then asks for raised hands from students buying lunch.  She will then post this on the school network.

Because there was a lack of wall space for children to display their artwork, there was not a whole lot by way of representing seasonal activities.  On the children’s lockers, there were snowmen they had created, but there was little else.  Behind the computers was a bulletin board which displayed the student “jobs” for the week.  One would be a paper passer, while another was an errand runner.  The errand runner received special privileges for the week, such as being able to sit in the pumpkin seat whenever students were allowed to move from their seats.  Mrs. Shackelford encouraged movement in her classroom, as she stated that she has a hard time sitting in one place all day and, therefore, lets the students move about to do worksheets or to read.


I noticed that the kids seemed to write in cursive a lot and since this is something that is being debated among the educational community, I asked Mrs. Shackelford if it was by choice or if it was a requirement.  She told me that Principal Platt requires all papers that are being turned in to be done in cursive, yet no points are deducted for writing mistakes.  They also want all questions answered in complete sentences, and discourage group work on worksheets, so that children can learn to work independently.  I believe this is a way of setting their standards high, but not unattainable.  Group work is fine when doing projects, and experiments, but children need to learn to be accountable for their work, and too often that does not happen when working with a partner.

I felt that the observation experience was very helpful and interesting.  I was not sure going into it that I would benefit because I have worked in an elementary school for many years.  I am very convinced that it is a great experience, and I think it is a shame that not enough professional teachers get the opportunity to observe other teachers in their own school, much less in another district.  So many great ideas come from this type of sharing.  I will take some of the ideas I saw at Manchester, as well as some of the views from Mrs. Shackelford, Principal Platt and others among the Manchester staff, and apply these things to my future as an educator.

