Benefits of axolotls in the elementary classroom.

By Patricia Macdonald, 4th/5th grade teacher

Secret to instant coolness   To be one of the oldest teachers my students have had and to be considered “definitely the coolest.”  This I can attribute largely to the presence of the axolotls in my classroom.   

Skills fostered by the presence of axolotls in my classroom:

Responsibility

Planning and organizing use of time and space

Research skills, most notably computer aided

Working together

Record keeping

Oral communication skills

Written communication skills

Fringe benefits

Home/school communication and cooperation

1. Parent night/open house/ grandparent days allows opportunities for students to share their axolotl knowledge and enthusiasm with parents and other family members.

2. Students and their families provide care for axolotls during vacations and holidays.

3. Students and their families adopt axolotls at end of the year.  Providing continued support to the students in this extends the relationship between the classroom and students who have moved on and connects students from year to year. 

Public relations 

First day of school:  When can we talk about the axolotls?   Students come into my classroom looking for the axolotls.  Many requested to be in my class solely for the opportunity to participate in the axolotl experience.  “I heard you were a hard teacher, but I think the axolotls are so cool.”  Of course, many did not pronounce axolotl correctly to begin, and often referred to those weird looking lizard things, etc.  Others who had friends or siblings in previous classes came in eager to share what they knew. But they entered the classroom looking around for them.  If they weren’t there on day one, it was, when will you bring them?  When can we get started?  Will we have babies?  My mom already said I could have one. I’m not going to touch those things. 

My mom said no way, they’re gross. You still have the axolotls, don’t you?  Where are 

they?

Introduce the animals to the students.  Don’t tell them too much about them previous to their first contact with them in this setting.  At this point, establish only those guidelines that are necessary for students to have comfortable access to the animals, then let students have time to explore and experience them.  Before giving too much info, let students generate questions and share information for discussion.  This will establish for both you and your students an understanding of the level of readiness and previous knowledge that they are they are bringing to this experience.  Each group of students you begin this with will bring its own unique set of prior knowledge, previous experiences, and individual interests which will help determine the role the animals will play in your classroom this year.  Try not to have too many predetermined specific goals and activities set in cement.  Don’t worry if students ask questions you can’t answer just yet.  Some questions you may want to answer outright, others will be springboards for research and discovery and will help you and your students select the types of activities they will pursue.  

Let the state standards work for you, rather than drive you.  If students are aware of what is expected of them, they can soon discover ways in which they can meet those expectations using resources and materials that are available and of interest to them.  .

If the state standards in all areas are posted in the classroom, students can soon start to see ways in which they can incorporate the axolotls into their activities as related to standards.  They can propose projects they can do using the axolotls as a springboard.  (This, of course, means that they should be able to opt out of using axolotls as well.  The axolotl can be a very enriching part of the classroom environment, but not exclusively so.) Depending on grade level and amount of control you wish to maintain, you may elect to provide specific activities or project ideas with some optional requirements.  Rather than choosing a science project and/or activity, students may choose a project that can include one or more science objectives with mathematics components    (such as displaying data in a variety of  graphic modes, predicting outcomes based on probability or patterning, etc.), and expand it to include a writing component that can be expository, persuasive,  imaginative, poetical, whatever fits, pull in some social studies skills or research ( history, economics, sociology, geography),  oops, more writing there, maybe some creative movement, dance, sculpture, painting, collage,  Surely all that can generate a reasonable spelling list.  You can probably even find words that fit or provide exceptions to some of those lovely generalizations.  Vocabulary, word derivation,  …it just goes on and on, as long as the students are engaged the learning will be relevant and meaningful.

