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One year ago, a Miami Dade College professor amazed me the first day of classes. In just a few minutes, she revealed some traits of us. She had been explaining the syllabus and answering questions about it, when one of the students made a question about how a specific assignment would be graded. She answered her question, but added a comment for herself that everybody heard: “she has a high GPA.” For me it was an imprecise comment. How did she know that? What about the other students questioning about grading? She continued her lecture and kept making brief remarks about us in subtle voice. Minutes later, it was my turn. I was looking for some information in my binder, she saw that and whispered, “He is an organized person.” Again, I asked to myself, what is all of this? Is she a mind reader? How does she know by a simple event that I like to have organized my stuffs? - I believe that by keeping organized your items you work less - when the class finished, the first thing I did was to ask to that student her GPA. “3.8,” she said. “This is unbelievable,” I thought.  That day I decided to improve my skills in that particular area: observation. The benefits are obvious if I apply them in instructional environments. 

This skill of detailed observation is the core of the concept of Effective Diagnostic Teaching, which is named as reflecting teaching. This skill is expanded not only to observe attitudes, discover responses, adapt processes during instructional processes, but also to reflect about the teacher herself. That is, to question and establish patterns on instruction and learning processes, as well as searching for details in the different areas that integrates the daily classroom activity. 

Effective diagnostic teaching is a new concept for me. Until now, I was certain  that the concepts of teaching and assessment did not occur simultaneously, but in different stages. You teach something, and then you make an assessment, analyze the outputs and then take instructional decisions. After listening to Dr. Prague exposing this concept, I have reconsidered my beliefs about it. Moreover, it made me to remember the professor, who performed as a “magician,” guessing accurately what was going in the classroom. 

Today, I consider that a teacher is like a player elaborating strategies in a chess game. He or she explores the diverse opportunities and challenges that exist in his/her instructional process in a manner that predicts most of the unexpected events, keeping her focus in the short and long-term educational goals.

The effective diagnostic teacher is a planner, mediator and enabler, as well as an active participant in the reading event. I have acquired some of those skills, such as to be a planner that can emphasize success, but there are other areas, for example, assessing during instruction, where I need to reinforce with more knowledge and effective strategies, in addition to a selection of effective assessment tools. I am confident I will get those skills this term.

On the othe hand, participation in special education classrooms during my field experiences have made me to acquire more sensitivity, respect, and acceptance for individual differences. Last year, I was assisting to a group of autistic students. They had different levels of disability, one of them, experienced the most difficult challenges: His communication skills were null. He was not able to speak or to understand to others. After one year, he had developed some social skills, and some functional routines. This child made me to reconsider my expectations as a teacher. Before that experience, I believed that a good teacher could get extraordinary academic outputs from any child, without taking in consideration his or her disability level. Now I recognize that for a few children, all what you can do is assist to acquire some functional skills, that would allow them integrate them in most of the daily activities. 

Another concept that to consider is that teaching has to copy with mistakes. Two semesters ago, I had a professor who was the best in his academic area. One day, one of the students asked a question and we waited for his answer. This time his answer was a surprise for all of us: “I don’t know.” We looked at him, and he repeated. “I don’t know the answer to your question. I will try to get some information the next class,” and he continued with his lecture. He taught me that day the value of honesty. How many professors accept they do not know a specific answer in their class? You can observe them how they try to get an answer they don’t have. They do not admit their lack of knowledge in that particular area and give the students false information. When the students find out that, the professor loses the respect before the whole class. The teaching-learning process is exposed to mistakes, which involves not only students, but the teachers as well. Recognizing the human side of teaching before the students, allows a freely and more relaxed environment to instruct and learn.

In conclusion, I consider crucial the different areas that make up effective diagnostic teaching, such as planning, mediating, enabling, and responding, but definitely, the skill that will produce effective progress in students’ performance is the continuous observation to details, that is, the developing and application of reflection skills. When you are able to question your methods, strategies, planning, interaction with the students, your expectations about them, and the educational decisions you adapt to it, you are able to discover what works and what doesn’t; in what specific situations, and with what kind of students. At that point, you will be like the “magician” professor I had a year ago: the magician teacher that converts challenge into positive results, problems into solutions, and poor behaviors into engaged students.

