One of the most valuable ways to build an environment conducive to both teaching and learning is to know your students well. Before teaching and learning can happen, it is critical for the teacher to create learning goals based on demographic information and driven by student performance data. It seems like a simple task—set up a seating chart, learn the students' names, know their background, get their parents' contact information, and improve student learning. What could be easier? And yet this simple task can seem like an overwhelming mission when one considers the diversity of a typical classroom in the 21st century. 

As you look over your student roster you make note: Twenty five, perhaps thirty students evenly comprised of males and females. But then you discover, six of the students are English language learners (ELL), two have learning disabilities and have individual education plans (IEPs) with very specific accommodations, three with life-limiting physical handicaps are on 504 plans with corresponding learning contracts, and six are labeled gifted and talented. A further examination shows that only seven of your students exceeded the standards on the math component of AIMS assessment given last year, while nine of them either approached the standard or fell far below proficiency. This left just a handful who actually met the math standard. Then you review a side note given to you by the assistant principal. This informal note simply alerts you to stop by and have a conversation with the special education case worker who is responsible for two of your students labeled Emotionally Disturbed (ED)—they are both potential behavior problems and are on behavior intervention plans. Classroom contextual factors will have a strong impact on instruction and supporting learning goals. Contextual factors within the classroom, such as number of students in a class, ethnicity, cultural, gender makeup, classroom environment, developmental characteristics of students, will also impact instruction.

Drilling Down to Get the Full Picture
How are you ever going to get to know your students at this rate? How will you individualize your instruction to meet the needs of each of your students? When will you find time to develop engaging lesson plans let alone implement teaching techniques designed to facilitate higher order thinking and constructivist learning? Getting to know your students is indeed a daunting task during your first few days of teaching when you are trying to manage lively groups of students, learn how the educational system works, and develop lesson plans from scratch. However, the time you take to know your students well will give you many rewards. Sometimes even those problems you find most difficult nearly disappear when you reach out to a student and discover what is underlying the behavior. Therefore, the plan to improve student achievement and behavior has four parts:  

· Get to know the students well. 

· Note each student's strengths, weaknesses, and learning styles.

· Use that knowledge to create individualized lesson plans. 

· Engage every student in learning all day long.

Practical Action 
What does it mean to know your students? Is it adequate to just memorize their names within the first week? How will knowledge of their personal demographics help you teach them more effectively? These are just a few of the questions any good teacher will ask themselves at the beginning of a school year. But the difference between good teachers and great teachers is how they put this information to use. It is critical to the success of each child in their care that this information be recent, relevant, and employed. Effective teachers use information about the learning styles to create centers. Effective teachers use information about the special needs of their students, not only to ensure legal compliance with state and federal law, but to provide effective accommodations and minimize the impact of their disabilities. 

Effective teachers also know that knowledge of their students comes from collaboration with key contributors. Counselors, student files, parents, and other teachers are just a few key sources of student information. Teachers need to seek out these sources and tap them for information that will help them meet the needs of each of their students.



CONCLUSION
Most of you can recognize master teachers in action after you have spent a few minutes observing them in action. There are many forms one can use to check off these master teachers' actions. For example, the sign of a master teacher in action is a classroom full of engaged students. The room may not be completely silent with all students facing forward with their hands folded on top of their desks. In fact, the students might very well be in small groups talking quietly among themselves. They might be presenting a project at the front of the room while the rest of the students evaluate their presentation on self-generated rubric forms. But they are all engaged in learning activities most of the time. Another sign of a master teacher is the quality of the lesson plans and the degree to which the plans account for each child's learning style and needs within the room. The instruction is differentiated and individualized based on quality data taken from real time formative and summative assessment. The one aspect of master teachers that is beyond debate—they know their students well.

