
An Intern’s Observations 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Curriculum and Culture of Ordway Elementary School:  

 An Intern‟s Observations 

By Sarah Taylor 

Seattle Pacific University 

EDU 6989 

May 2011 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



An Intern’s Observations 
 

2 
 

 The Curriculum and Culture of Ordway Elementary School:  

 An Intern‟s Observations 

The day starts early at Ordway Elementary school on Bainbridge Island.  I arrive at 7:00 

a.m. and Cathy Lolley, the fourth grade teacher that I will be observing, has already been here 

for a good 20 minutes.  “It‟s hard to teach it all,” she says to me with a smile as she focuses 

getting the classroom set up for the day.  I take it all in and start asking questions regarding: 

room set up, student motivation, daily routines, and behavior management.  We begin to talk but 

before I know it a student walks into the classroom for the start of the day.  Over the next week 

my questions will be answered, but for now the students come first and the school day must start. 

As I look around the room I notice several distinct areas set up for different learning 

styles and curriculum support.  There is one area with six computers to support educational 

games, reader testing and differentiated instruction.  A comfortable chair with extra pillows sits 

in one corner where students go for silent reading.  A large round table in the back of the 

classroom is available for group-work and several book shelves are filled with books ranging 

from non-fiction, to textbooks and dictionaries, all for the students to use.  Reading groups are 

displayed on the front white board by book (four different books, four different reading levels) 

and each student has a magnetic name tag to move to the appropriate area (chapters, worksheet, 

final draft, and Silent Sustained Reading (SSR) book choice; demonstrating personal 

independence and prioritization of goals.  This ensures the student takes responsibility for 

staying focused on appropriate task and enables Ms. Lolley to see quickly those who are falling 

behind or not working on task. 

Each morning students are allowed into the classroom at their own pace 10-15 minutes 

before class starts.  They know that if they choose to come to class early they can sit quietly and 

work on the morning schedule or silently read.  The morning schedule is projected on the front 

board and reads: 

Welcome! Today is Monday, April 25, 2011 

 Hang up backpacks/put lunches away 

 Unload homework folder 

 Check in for lunch 

 Put planners in HOMEWORK folder 

 Permission forms to me 

 Coral math review sheet is on your desk- please begin work quietly 

*Can you hear the music? 

The morning schedule never really changes, although, each day there is something 

different to work on.  Ms. Lolley has music playing very quietly in an effort to keep the students 

working quietly.  Her rare reminder, “If you can’t hear the music you are too loud,” is just 
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enough to keep the students focused and on task.  The class remains amazingly quiet.  I am 

impressed.  The expectations have clearly been set up and the students respect them.  There is a 

permanent daily schedule which remains on the board and is a gentle reminder of times for 

activities throughout the day.  On Monday mornings there is a meeting where each student, if 

they choose to participate, gets to share one thing they did over the weekend.  After students are 

settled in and begin working Ms. Lolley completes her attendance, electronically, and leads the 

students in the Pledge of Allegiance.  And so begins every day in Ms. Lolleys 4
th

 grade class. 

The students know the routine, they know what is expected of them, and they work hard to stay 

on task.   

In this class of 23 students 15 are boys and eight are girls.  Demographically speaking, 

the 4
th

 grade classes throughout the Bainbridge School District have a preponderance of male 

students; this dynamic makes for a very energetic classroom.  I noticed competition was a very 

useful tool in balancing this high energy level.  The boys and girls both seemed to respond well 

to the type of competitive quizzing and assessment games that Ms. Lolley would play in the 

class. The class make-up seems to play a role, though not huge, in the whole class experience.  

When I asked Ms. Lolley if the ratio of boys-to-girls made a difference for classroom experience 

she said, “…only in the beginning of the year really.  Once we got the year going the 

expectations were laid out and the kids pretty much knew what I expected and what was 

expected of them; a respectful cohesive class, period.”  Ms. Lolley models respectful behavior 

for the students in the simplest of forms, for example, by addressing them as „ladies and 

gentlemen‟ rather than „boys and girls‟.   She contends, “there is something about the 4
th

 grade; 

they are ready to be the big kids on the block.”   I asked how she sets up her class expectations 

for teamwork and class responsibilities at the beginning of the year and she responded, “we take 

the first three days of school to focus on team building.  We play games to promote trust, 

acceptance, and teamwork to start the year off right.  I start the year by simply laying the ground 

work.  I use a great book of games and activities to promote respect and responsibility.  The 

students quickly understand what I expect of them and rise to the occasion.”  The book she 

mentioned is called Journey Towards a Caring Classroom, by Laurie Frank. 

Another tactic she uses at the start of the year is to have every student sign a “Classroom 

Contract‟ which she keeps up on the wall the entire year. The contract is as follows: 

BE SAFE 

1. No running 

2. No Playing with scissors 

3. No leaning back in chairs 

BE RESPECTFUL 

1. Listen to teacher and classmates 

2. Keep hands to yourself  

3. No name calling 

4. No vandalism 
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BE RESPONSIBLE 

1. Turn in homework on time 

2. Keep track of homework folder 

3. Be punctual 

4. Take learning risks and challenge yourself 

5. Make mistakes BUT learn from them 

BE POSITIVE 

1. Have fun 

2. Help others 

3. Keep your promises 

4. Try your BEST! 

5. Have a positive mind set 

 Ms. Lolley refers to this contract often at the beginning of the year to remind her students 

what she expects but she says she refers, “less and less to it as the year progresses,” finding the 

students are on board with her expectations.    

The classroom desks are set up in groups of 3-5 students, under cut-out shapes which 

hang from the ceiling (circle, triangle, square, rectangle, rhombus or octagon), these make up the 

student‟s  team for a two week period. These groups work together on projects and help each 

other earn „Lolleys‟ for the week („Lolleys‟ are paper lollipops and the team that has the most at 

the end of the week get to pick an actual lollipop out of a basket).  This team work incentive for 

„Lolleys‟ seems to motivate the students to work harder together and the kids really like it.  This 

type of game play and fast paced quizzing is one way that Ms. Lolley assesses her students‟ 

progress for any given subject: math, reading, spelling, social studies, and science.  It is a quick 

and easy way for her to gauge whether the students understand a subject, need more time, or are 

completely lost.  Every two weeks Ms. Lolley says, “It‟s time to switch desks” and when they 

arrive in the morning they see the new seating chart and move their desks to the new location.  

“The students after two weeks get comfortable enough with their group that they start to not 

work as hard.  By switching them, we mix it up and the students seem to re-focus.”   This 

refocusing enables students work better and uses teamwork as a motivational tool. 

“Motivation is huge in any class and it doesn‟t always work for every student so there has 

to be many different strategies that you rely on.” Ms. Lolley has several motivational strategies: 

Lolleys, rings, homework-cards, popcorn quizzes, sticky note quizzes, praise, and choices.  Each 

one of these strategies reaches students differently; it is very conscious part of her differentiated 

instruction.  “One student might be really good at thinking on their feet and another needs a 

minute to write it down.  One might like a quieter atmosphere and another energetic lively 

classroom.  Either way I try to reach them all and incorporate my styles of learning and 

assessment.”  I really impressed when she pointed out to me a student that has a hard time sitting 

when he does math.  She offered that child the opportunity to stand while he worked and his 

scores improved immediately.  “The key is to figure out what works and what doesn‟t and know 
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that that will always change.”   Ms. Lolley is a big believer in what she refers to as „tough-love‟ 

as a way to support kids in independence.   She says that one of her main end of the year goals is, 

“For each student to feel as if they have learned some sort of independence.”  When I questioned 

her about this she said, “It doesn‟t have to be huge, maybe just the ability to take ownership in 

their homework and pride in their desk.  Maybe it is the ability to talk in front of the class or to 

pay attention for longer periods of time. I just want them to feel empowered in something so they 

can feel successful.”   

While I was there the class was preparing for the state mandated test, Measurement of 

Student Progress (MSP) which was to be administered the following week.  The students were 

noticeably nervous about the test.  Whenever they began to review concept for the test the energy 

in the classroom would become tense. Ms. Lolley says, “The kids know that they are expected to 

do well and the pressure that, that places on them is huge.”  I observed a heavy focus on the math 

portion while still trying to incorporate the entire regular curriculum.  Every morning there was a 

review worksheet for math concepts that students would complete.  Ms. Lolley would grade 

them during recess and assess who needed more attention for each concept.  Students were also 

busy working on a big project for literature, a book report with multiple pages of illustrations and 

writing commentary.  Theses 4
th

 grade students are expected to complete a book report, genre 

chosen by the teacher, every month for grading, as well as read supplemental student chosen 

book.  They have weekly spelling tests and writing assignments throughout the year that provide 

opportunities for assessment and grading.  “I am constantly grading, it never ends.” This simple 

statement is a familiar one for many teachers.  The pressure for grades and scores keep teachers 

working hard to formally assess on a daily, weekly, and monthly basis. “Parents want to know 

what their child is doing and is capable of.  The best way to share this with them is through 

graded work where they can actually see the effort their child has putting in.” 

Many students in the class have different learning styles, different learning abilities, and 

different situations that influence who they are as students.  There are many students on 

medication, students with a very poor home life, students who are subjected to violence, students 

who are withdrawn, and many performing barely at grade level or well below. Contrarily, there 

are students who are doing well, thriving socially and academically performing at or above grade 

level.  In all these cases, “The hardest part is reaching each and every one of them and making a 

difference.”  While I was there I witnessed a child, who has a part-time paraprofessional aide, 

removed from the class often throughout the day. This seemed to work for the child, but was 

often disruptive for the other students.  The students tried to be understanding but when it 

became such a large distraction they would ask for help.  Another time a child had to remove 

himself from the group and cover himself up with a coat in the corner.  I was amazed, not only 

that he knew he needed to this, but that everyone else in the class just kept working, no drama.  

Once when the students were preparing to take a quiz and Ms. Lolley gently reminded 

them, “What happens when you talk during a quiz? Who do you get to call on the phone?”  

Students knew the answer was, „their parents‟, but the result to this simple question was the 
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students‟ immediate silence and focus on the quiz.  When I asked Ms. Lolley what the hardest 

part of the job was, she slowed down and replied, “The hardest part of the job is to work and 

push on when there are emotional things going on for the kids.”  During the quiz I notice Ms. 

Lolley emailing a mother about her child who was so emotional because he hadn‟t seen his Dad 

in two months but had a recent weekend visit.  The child was a wreck.  He could not concentrate 

and needed Ms. Lolley to stand right next to him while he worked.  A quiz that he would have 

normally done well on became something he could barely concentrate on.  He did complete it 

with Ms. Lolley staying right next to him as she taught the class. I felt that she understood what 

the student needed and was able to offer him support without drawing attention to him.  This was 

an amazing thing to watch.   I asked Ms. Lolley about child abuse prevention and reporting she 

sighed and said, “It happens more that I‟d like to admit.  If we have any suspicion or evidence 

we are required to report it directly to CPS (Child Protective Services).  I usually go to the 

counselor and the principal for support and after it is reported it is up to the state to determine the 

next course of action.”  The official Bainbridge Island School district policy as it appears on their 

website is as follows: 

The board requires that professional school personnel, as “mandatory reporters”, meet their legal obligation 

to report to Child/Adult Protective Services (CPS/APS) and/or the proper law enforcement agency at the 

first opportunity, but in no case longer than forty-eight (48) hours, after they have “reasonable cause” to 

believe that a child or vulnerable adult has suffered abuse or neglect, provided that suspected sexual or 

physical assault against a vulnerable adult must be reported immediately to both APS and the proper law 

enforcement agency.  “Professional school personnel” includes, but is not limited to, teachers, counselors, 

certificated support staff, administrators, childcare facility personnel, and school nurses.  All other 

personnel and/or volunteers having reasonable cause to believe that a child or vulnerable adult has suffered 

abuse or neglect are to report as noted above or immediately bring the matter to the attention of a school or 

district administrator. During the process of making a “reasonable cause” determination, the school or 

district administrator shall contact all parties involved in the complaint. 

 

Behavior management is an ongoing process in Ms. Lolley‟s classroom.  She has students 

stay after class, with parental permission, when they are falling behind or need extra help.  

Student interaction is positive and she encourages students to learn from their mistakes.  She is 

open and honest and sees classroom management as more of a „partnership‟ than anything else.  

“If the students aren‟t buying what you are selling, then nothing is going to work.”  She keeps 

students on task by constantly walking around the room, actively questioning the students any 

chance she can.  She plays around with them and has fun with them and the students seem to 

appreciate this.  Ms. Lolley waits, sometimes for several minutes, for students to quiet down or 

participate, depending on the task.  There is neither yelling nor belittling of the students.  Ms. 

Lolley actively engages the students by sitting on the floor with them, reading a fiction novel to 

them with spirit, playing games with them, and genuinely respecting each one of them and their 

education. 

Although Ms. Lolley is in a portable classroom unit somewhat removed from the main 

building she relies heavily on the other 4
th

 grade teachers for support.  “We are a team and we 

really use each other to better the curriculum and experience for the kids.”  I noticed during 
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breaks and after school the 4
th

 grade teachers would get together and share what went right, what 

went wrong, and what could have been better with the lessons throughout the day.  Ms. Lolley is 

on a mathematics curriculum development committee and is piloting a reading curriculum in her 

class this year.  “The curriculum is constantly changing.  Standards are constantly changing you 

have to learn to adapt over and over again.  Data testing and constant classroom assessment have 

you making changes in your planning; where you may have been planning for a test you realize 

the students need concept attainment or review before you move forward.”  I quickly observed 

that being flexible and comfortable in a bit of chaos might be a teacher‟s best tool.   

On the last day of my observation Ms. Lolley received a Reduction in Force (RIF) notice.  

Now while I understand the steps that have to be taken, and the budget crisis that we are facing 

both nationally and state-wide, my heart ached for her as it does all the teachers that receiving 

these notices.  Even with this bittersweet end, I found this observational experience to be helpful 

in understanding the amount of work, effort, compassion, flexibility, humor, devotion, and 

balance it takes to be an effective teacher.  I felt the urge to be more and more actively involved 

as the week progressed.  I was excited about the prospect of someday having a class to call my 

own. 


