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Marc Berger (Pennsbury H. S., 10th grade Biology I)-Journal reflection 03/04/11 

Today’s classes were introduced to the basics of the compound light microscope via a hands-on 

lab which consisted of learning the parts of the microscope, how to properly handle and use the 

microscope, and identifying and drawing a pond water specimen.  The broad learning context or “big” 

picture, in terms of the cell biology unit and introduction to the cell, was for the students to appreciate 

how the discovery of the light microscope revolutionized science; to allow them to experience the power 

of a relatively simple lab instrument.  Another objective of today’s lab was to prepare the students for a 

subsequent cell biology lab in which they examine and compare plant versus animal cells (the classic 

“cheek and elodea” lab).   

Overall, things went well.  The greatest challenges were being sure that all of the students were 

listening to me and following both my verbal instructions (e.g. read all lab packet directions) and 

demonstrations before and during the lab.  These latter challenges tested my academic instruction and 

classroom management skills.  Things went smoothly with the smaller and quieter class.  In contrast, the 

larger and more boisterous period class presented several challenges and, typically some surprises.  I felt 

that I clearly communicated the day’s agenda to the class, including what they were expected to learn 

and needed to do.  Despite this feeling, immediately after the pre-lab introduction, which included going 

over lab safety (e.g. being careful with glass slides and coverslips), the lab packet instructions and 

worksheets, and showing how to clean and prepare slides, I was surprised that more than a few of the 25 

students in the second class were struggling with all or part of the lab; this did not occur with the first 

class.  I needed to repeat directions and continually remind the students to read the directions, which 

were clear and detailed.  I was continually circulating around the room being sure that everyone was 

doing their work and answering scientific/subject matter questions.  While, at one point, I had everyone 

stop what they were doing and listen to me reiterate the importance of reading directions, following 

directions, and trying some independent problem solving, I feel that for future labs, I need to 

strategically do class-wide checks for understanding at regular time points.  

As a learning experience, I know for the future that I need to take into account that, despite what 

I feel are clear and detailed instructions, some students will not know what to do for a variety of reasons, 

such as they weren’t listening or things were too fast for them to process.  In terms of differentiating 

instruction, one remedy is to pair higher performing students who need minimal supervision with 

students who typically need additional help.  This occurred naturally during the lab and it was gratifying 
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to see several students take leadership roles but ,in classroom management terms, it would be beneficial 

to add structure to this peer assistance by ensuring that the students are selectively paired rather than 

working with a desk mate or selecting their own lab partner.  I also learned that some students, despite 

their interest and best efforts, are not comfortable or “handy” when it comes to hands-on lab activities.  

The proper partnering approach can help with this.  For a couple of struggling students, I offered to let 

them stay after class or come after school for additional instruction.  One student took me up on the stay 

after class option. 

A satisfying outcome of the lab was that students who initially complained about having to do 

the lab or who weren’t that “into biology” actually became excited when they observed the pond 

organisms, especially when the organisms were moving and eating.  These same students 

enthusiastically help classmates who were having difficulty working the microscope. 

Overall, this was a good learning experience for me in terms of the four pillars of instruction 

(curriculum, assessment, instruction, and management), particularly in the areas of instruction and 

management, where I need to be clear about what students should be doing as well as what they should 

know and be able to do at the end of the lab/lesson.  I need to be mindful about not letting things get too 

frenetic in the classroom; when it gets too noisy or students are socializing rather than doing the lab 

work, I need to get everyone’s attention to refocus them by reminding them of classroom procedures and 

their responsibilities.  Concerning assessment, this lab was a great way for me to formatively assess the 

students and to know them better as learners and collaborators. Most importantly, I want the lab activity 

to be a meaningful learning experience in terms of biology and scientific inquiry.  I must be mindful not 

to let the mechanics of the activity overwhelm the students and inhibit their natural curiosity and 

interests for fear of “getting something wrong”.   

 


