Leadership Vignette for MIENC Seminar 4

On the first day of my internship I was handed a handheld digital video recorder and led into a classroom full of rambunctious elementary school children at the Atrium School in Watertown, MA. As I came through the door, I saw faces that made me feel like I was an alien beaming down on a foreign terrain and people. I must admit that the title given to me of “Documentation Specialist” brought about a similar sense of questioning and mystery to my own mind. Even though I had clearly outlined in my written proposal my goals for my time documenting the process of the current music coordinator/educator, there was still a strong sense of ambiguity in my job description and expectations. What place does documentation have in the classroom? What kinds and how much documentation are effective? 

Over the next few months, I would learn exactly what it meant to observe and document the process of music education in its “guerilla” form. From my most basic understanding of the term ‘documentation’, I knew that gathering videos would be a large portion of my internship responsibilities. From that first day, I became intimately familiar with that handheld video recorder bringing it into every classroom I entered. Little did I realize, however, how the process involved so much more than just pressing the record button a few times and then calling it a day. I found out very quickly that the sheer accumulation of videos from going into the classroom two to three times a day, three times a week was in itself something to be dealt with. I quickly found that keeping up with labeling and archiving of these videos was key, not to mention that some sort of technical prowess was absolutely necessary when dealing with the fickle (and sometimes frustrating) medium of technology. Wanting to live up to and exceed the expectations of the school’s music coordinator as well as my own goals for the internship, I instituted a sort of electronic inventory system that would not only keep a record of what the videos contained and where they were but also have some component that represented opportunities for assessment and evaluation. This task, if found, required much more of my time and energy than I thought would be required. I often found myself going straight from the classroom to my computer in the teachers lounge so that I could pull off videos from the camera and upload/archive them to my hard drive as to free up space on the video recorder for the next grade level. After a couple weeks of this, I became frustrated with the fact that my hands seemed to be tied with the seemingly mechanical and somewhat mindless nature of my documentation tasks. While I did get the rare opportunity to be a “fly on the wall” observing the elementary classroom culture first hand, I still felt disconnected from the process as a whole due to the sheer monotony of what my job entailed. It took a kindergartener to make me realize what role documentation is supposed to fulfill in the classroom. During an introductory recorder classroom lesson that I was video recording, my camera lens happen to capture an impromptu celebratory song by a kindergartener proclaiming her undeniable love of the recorder. When I experienced this song in person, it struck me as quaint and extremely cute on a very base level. But when I went back and looked at the video again, something hit me and I realized just how influential my work could be in the educational process. If seeing this video struck a chord with me, a non-teaching classroom observer, I could only imagine the thoughts it would spark in a teaching educator’s mind. I made it a point to show the educator this video and get her response. What followed was a dialogue between her and myself that resulted in a review of classroom videos and a consequent “think tank” of ideas involving overarching ideas and successes. This brainstorming session seemed to bring new life into what we were doing in this small community. 

I always knew, to some degree, that my documentation was going to be used for further reflection and observation. What I didn’t realize, however, was that this documentation would serve as a motivating and influential process during the educational process. What I first perceived as monotony, turned into dedication to a simple, but necessary process that would play a vital role in the larger educational perspective. I should have never underestimated the power of that tiny video recorder – my newest friend and greatest ally.

