Effective Education

Requires SMART Love

BY BO GREEN

ducation in the 21st century must effectively prepare students for contemporary and reasonably foreseeable competencies essential to self-actualized, positive engagement in society.
Educational practice has evolved from largely·an individualized focus on reading, writing, and
arithmetic skills to include collaborative student competencies, such as creative problem solving, global mindedness, and the effective employment of digital technologies. Teachers today
must simultaneously meet these increasingly complex, rising performance expectations and
integrate new technologies.
As teachers juggle these considerable demands, they can employ a cohesive educational framework, one that considers standards, methods, assessment, reflection, and technology, or SMART,
to help maintain focus on the critical components of effective education. The acronym SMART
is not about intelligence per se, and I herein suggest the deployment of love in education in a
particularly meaningful way.
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Einstein Was Right, It's All Relative
Effective teaching is relative. It must be considered in the context
of time and place. We surmise that effective teaching looked
quite different in a 1900-era, one-room, rural schoolhouse. It is
challenged in today's resource-starved school districts compared
to well-funded, technology-enabled learning communities, so it
bears keeping in mind that everything operates on a continuum.
The key is for us to continuously improve the state of teaching
and learning excellence where we are.

ments, and other features. These resources can be helpful if users
receive adequate training, have the time to upload the significant
volume of information needed, and regularly make effective
use of and update the information. There are also subject-area
resources available, such as the National Council of Teachers
of Mathematics, that provide leadership and consistency to the
standards and curriculum dialogue. Overall, the key is for content
standards to accurately reflect the school's conscious choices of
essential learning outcomes in the classroom.

Learning is maximized when students come to school eager
to engage positively, have dedicated teachers and administrators, and have ample Internet access. While we know this
is not always the case, preparing students to be productive
global citizens in the 21st century places a premium on these
learning enablers.

Methods (of authentic Leaming)

What Is SMART?
The standards, methods, assessment, reflection, and technology
that comprise SMART are the five pillars of effective education
in the early 21st century, and I have dedicated my professional
wiki to this idea (see http://theeffectiveeducator.wikispaces.
com/). These pillars exist in a flexible chronological order of
sound teaching, learning practice, and use of technology as a
tool. I offer this acronym to fellow educators as a reminder and
constant re-centering mechanism to help ensure we meet the needs
of today's students while we manage our hectic daily lives.

The methods are, of course, "how" we engage students along their
learning journey. Edgar Degas said, "Art is not what you see, but
what you make others see." I suggest this quote offers an excellent
metaphor for education. Effective teaching is not what teachers know,
but how well they lead students to understand and create.
Effective teaching and authentic learning are about how well we
provide learning engagements that result in students constructing
an enduring understanding of essential concepts as well as an
ability to creatively apply that understanding to real-world contexts. Real-world learning experiences and those where students
make personal connections serve to empower their subsequent
learning in school and increase their ability to productively and
creatively use their formal education in the workplace. Further,
as we engage students, we must also provide appropriate differentiated opportunities to reach the entire spectrum of student
capability and learning styles.

Standards
Standards are the first pillar because they represent the "what"
in education. Exactly what is it we want students to understand,
do, and/or be able to create? The ensuing learning engagements
may not yield important student learning outcomes without that
clarity. If K-12 education is fundamentally about laying a foundation for lifelong learning and development, then we obviously
need to decide what to include in that foundation.
The work involved in articulating well-defined learning outcomes
can be painstaking, but most would agree this articulation is
critical for focusing teaching and learning on important concepts
and skills. Curriculum design is also a complex endeavor but,
again, most would agree it is vital to engage students in wellconstructed courses of study.
Many schools utilize a program review cycle to renew grade level
and subject content standards and benchmarks as well as update
essential teaching agreements. Curriculum mapping resources,
such as Rubicon Atlas, provide a single platform that integrates
curriculum, unit sequencing, standards and benchmarks, assess-

Teachers increasingly are employing authentic projects and
cross-curricular learning experiences, such as between math
and science, language arts and social studies, and math and
art. Teachers are also utilizing the power of essential questions
and backward planning, thanks to the work of Grant Wiggins,
Jay McTighe, Carol Tomlinson, and others. These tools certainly
help teachers frame learning experiences that will achieve
desired outcomes and help students develop critical thinking
skills along the way.
I find that in the midst of a busy day, asking myself essential
questions can be helpful in staying on an authentic learning
path. One such question relative to methods is, how am I going
to engage my students today so they construct a meaningful
understanding of important concepts?

Assessment
Although the form and depth of assessment vary across the
levels of K-12 education, most teachers understand and utilize
the three major categories of assessment: diagnostic, formative,
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personalized, real-world contexts, such as through small or
large projects, and using exemplars and rubrics to provide
clear expected outcomes. Further, as students gain additional
Internet access, particularly via school one-to-one laptop
initiatives, the possibilities to construct rich learning experiences are limited only by our imagination and time. These are
important changes in assessment strategy that yield significant
student learning benefits.

Reflection
Perhaps a more descriptive title for this pillar of effective education would be "continuous improvement," for improvement is the

The work involved in
articulating well-defined
learning outcomes can he
painstaking, hut most would
agree this articulation is
critical for focusing teaching
and learning on important
concepts and skills.
and summative. These assessments are intended to provide
measurable evidence of student understanding.
Educators today are embracing the notion that early and frequent
opportunities for students to generate actionable feedback throughout the learning journey, whether or not used as a component of
graded outcome, can benefit student understanding and academic
success. Teachers are quite accustomed to administering quizzes
and tests, but they are becoming more adept at using formative
assessments to generate additional feedback to students along
the learning journey as well as to inform and modify their subsequent teaching practice.

essence of reflection for both students and teachers. The corporate
world has long made extensive use of continuous improvement
through such initiatives as total quality management and has
embedded it in employee compensation through performance
evaluation, merit increases, and incentive pay. Schools are
tapping into this idea by employing performance evaluation
and portfolio creation, to the chagrin of some educators. The
focus of these initiatives is, or should be, on constantly seeking
to improve what teachers do to maximize student learning. At
the end of the annual learning journey, it can be satisfying and
even invigorating to review the many great steps our students
and we have taken.
When teachers fully embrace the reflection process, they
habitually seek feedback across their teaching practice in order
to identify what is working well, what needs to be improved,
and specifically where and how. There is a certain joy in having evidence that our efforts result in student benefits and in
knowing how to perform at an even higher level next time.
The process of gathering feedback is easier than ever with
the advent of free online survey tools, such as SurveyMonkey.
These tools offer user-friendly, flexible formats and provide
immediate feedback and data. I used SurveyMonkey last year
to measure how effectively I was implementing new technology, determ_ine student priorities in my exploratory offerings,
and gather student perspectives on a reflection technique I
piloted. When students are asked to provide feedback, they
feel valued and appreciated.

Teachers are increasing the frequency of formative assessments, beginning early in a unit and spanning its duration.
Many are using formats now available beyond pencil and
paper that include self-assessments within online virtual
manipulatives, such as ExploreLearning's Gizmos, and online
discussion forums, such as Chatzy. Additionally, teachers are
developing a greater appreciation for the learning benefits of
students demonstrating their understanding in meaningful,
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As students mature along their educational journey, they become
increasingly capable of taking ownership of their learning. I piloted
an action-oriented reflection process last year where students
reflected on their daily understanding of concepts, identifying
both what was clear to them and which areas needed further
reinforcement through homework, working with a classmate,
seeing a teacher for extra help, and/or asking questions next
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class. My pilot included them downloading a template from my
blog to their laptops and taking a few minutes each day to complete it in their electronic math folder. Survey feedback showed
that students feel reflection improves their learning and helps
them be accountable for taking proactive steps to deepen their
understanding. Having learned from this pilot experience, I am
now considering having students create individual learning wikis,
where they reflect on their learning and we can engage in quality
dialogue in an electronic format they enjoy using.
Equally important in the process of reflection is teacher professional development. Clearly, the world in which our students
live and will go to work continually advances, as does the state
of the art in our profession, so if we are to meet the needs of our
students, we must move forward as well. Schools offer a variety
of avenues for development, including advanced degree support, internal and external workshops, conferences, leadership
opportunities, and annual goal setting and performance evaluation processes, to name a few. The key is for us as teachers to
view professional development as an opportunity to serve our
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Specific predictions in the technology world have proven fruitless,
but one general forecast can be made: technology will continue
to advance and provide new, faster, smaller, and more widely
available opportunities for information access and interpersonal
connection. Our students have the advantage of growing up in a
digital world and managing multiple digital interfaces. We can
question how well they manage those interfaces and to what extent
learning dilution occurs when they simultaneously do homework,
listen to music, instant message, and Skype®, but anyone who
spends time with students today knows the strong attraction they
have to the digital world and the amazing proficiency most have
in that environment.
At a minimum, then, teachers must become proficient in the
technology systems that schools require and participate in
professional development to remain current. However, we don't
always have to arrange for substitutes and travel to conferences.
There is a resource that offers no-fee, real-time, leading-edge
professional development at our own pace: our students. Students
love to share what they know and they love learning from each

E(fective teaching and authentic learning are about how well
we provide learning engagements that result in students constructing
an enduring understanding of essential concepts as well as an
ability to creatively apply that understanding to real-world contexts.
students even better and identify those areas in which we have
the greatest interest and need. We all know the satisfaction
derived from feeling better equipped to bring excellence to our
students, and targeted professional development can certainly
provide those tools.

Technology
Our good friend and foe technology is representative of the world
advancing in exciting, and sometimes challenging, ways. It is
both an amazing source of creative opportunity when it works and
profound frustration when it doesn't. Nonetheless, the ubiquitous
presence of and reliance on digital interfaces is not going away
and, more important, our students love them.
Laptop computers, powerful applications, and the Internet combine
to offer students and teachers an incredible array of opportunities
for learning, collaborating, and creating. Some classrooms are
equipped with SMART Boards that add an additional layer of
teaching and learning richness, and schools are moving toward
one-to-one laptop programs, empowering every student with
digital tools to deepen his or her learning journey.

other. Students are a tremendous resource as the world becomes
increasingly digital.
What's Love Got to Do with It?
Finally, the title of this article suggests that love has an important
place in effective education. Effective learning is maximized when
classrooms provide a safe, open atmosphere of mutual respect
and when educators recognize they are in a special vocation that
helps mold future generations. While doing research for one of
my Plymouth State University master's degree courses, I came
across a published work by Praxedes SM de la Rosa (2005), who
conducted a study of reflections on excellence in teaching and
concluded that "love is the touchstone of excellence in teaching:
that is, loving the students, loving knowledge and loving the
teaching process." It has been my observation that this accurately
describes those teachers whom I hold in highest regard and who
have best served my two sons in their K-12 education.

By loving what we do and balancing our professional practice
across the SMART educational framework-standards, methods,
assessment, reflection, and technology-teachers can indeed make
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an enduring positive difference through our relentless pursuit of
excellence in effectively educating young people.

Bo Green is a mathematics teacher and learning community
leader at Shanghai American School in China.
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