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Five Pitfalls in This Lesson: A Self—Check List From

Classroom Observations

The five problems below come from an assumed set of classroom observation notes,
all from lessons teaching how to write about one event. Each pitfall is followed by a

fix that can be applied on the spot; check this list before teaching.

Pitfall one: the guessing game turns into a performance. One teacher, wanting
excitement, made the clues harder and harder; students guessed for seven rounds
without landing it, and the answer was revealed only as the bell approached. The game
is fine; the runaway number of clues is not. Fix: write exactly three clues in
advance, one time, one place, one action detail, reveal after two rounds, and move
the saved time to the close-reading segment. The test is simple: when the game ends,

can students say which clue helped most? If not, the game went too far.
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Pitfall two: the model text becomes recitation material. One teacher had the
class chant the text three times and memorize two paragraphs, calling it language
accumulation. Students memorized the story, and every practice paragraph in the class
opened the same way. Fix: read the text only twice, the second time with the task of
circling sequence words, then turn immediately to students’ own events, and keep the

text posted on the board for no more than ten minutes.

Pitfall three: in-class paragraph practice gets squeezed out. Earlier segments
ran over one after another, leaving four minutes for writing; students wrote three
lines and handed in, with no visible sequence and no visible actions. Fix: draw a
hard line in the lesson plan for the practice segment; even if the game and the
model-text segment each lose two minutes, protect at least twelve minutes of writing.

Without in-class writing, the lesson is a listening class, not a guidance class.

Pitfall four: the board becomes a copy of the text outline. One teacher wrote the
entire paragraph summary of the model text on the board, twenty—some words in dense
rows; students spent two minutes copying notes before writing. Fix: keep only three
keyword groups on the board, cause—process—result, sequence words, and slow motion,
in fixed positions, un—erased all lesson. The board is a walking stick for writing,

not a display for observers.

Pitfall five: feedback only praises and never teaches. After a student finishes
reading, the teacher says well done, very moving, then calls the next reader. Such
feedback adds nothing to the class. Fix: write the two criteria in the lower right
corner of the board, clear sequence and specific actions; after each reading, invite
one classmate to give one strength and one suggestion strictly by those criteria, and
the teacher adds no closing comment. With fixed criteria, feedback has direction, and

students know where to improve in the next paragraph.
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