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Educators are surrounded by such a dizzying array of students that it becomes difficult to “see the forest for the trees.” A common goal in educational research is to take the bird's-eye-view and, using statistical analysis, try to “see the forest.” In fact, this approach has become so ingrained in us that, at times, we now see students as points along a trend, and not as individuals set aside from the class. In other words, perhaps educators are surrounded by such a dizzying array of research that we “can't see the trees due to the forest.” In the narrative that follows I present my experience teaching a very small introductory university mathematics course with a particular emphasis on my interactions with one student. In addition, I touch on a few of the teaching methods I employed. My experience made a profound influence on me as a teacher. From the beginning, this course was conducted under unique circumstances, in particular, the class size, and it seems only natural to begin our story there.
 “Unfortunately, the section will have to be closed.” The dean said with a somber tone.
	“Yes, but what about the students who already enrolled? There are some that are getting ready to graduate and need the class to finish their degree?” The chair questioned in concern and mild alarm.
	“Well, yes, of course, something will have to be done for them, but we can’t very well run general education classes with only seven students now can we? After all, we cancel classes that have ten or twelve because they have too small enrollment. Seven is simply out of the question.”
	“No, no, we cannot run the course. I agree. However, I do have an obligation to see to the students’ interests,” the chair maintained, “I may be able to find an adequate substitute. As for overloading the other classes with more students that is out of the question: they are already bursting at the seams.”
	And so the discussion between the dean and the chair went on and by later that afternoon the news that they would be cancelling that section of the general education mathematics course found its way to me, the instructor. I did not worry or fret, for I had the utmost confidence that my superiors would handle it in an efficient manner, looking out for the concerns of the students. However, it was unfortunate for me, as I had already prepped the class extensively over the summer. Oh well, such is university instruction. But I need not have worried since, as it turned out, my preparations would still find a place in the upcoming semester.
	The day went on and the class still appeared on my schedule. The night passed and there were no new e-mails informing me of changes to the schedule. Another day passed and then the weekend came. It too passed without news. Finally, the first day of school arrived and the class was still listed in my schedule. So, without saying a word to the chair or the dean, I peeped into my classroom at the scheduled time and five of my seven students were sitting scattered around the room. I greeted them cheerfully – although somewhat suspiciously – and confirmed they were in the right class.
	“Did any of you get any notifications regarding this class?” I asked.
	Blank stares and one slow head shaking, “No.”
	“Okay, then. Well, let’s get started,” I began the class of only five students. 
	Over the next few days, I continued to wait for the news that the class would be cancelled, but it never came. A miracle had occurred. Somehow, due to mysterious, and perhaps mystical, reasons beyond my paygrade, a general education class with only seven students enrolled was being allowed to run. Oh, how the state legislators would groan if they knew! But I kept my mouth shut and relished in the unique opportunity. I would make the most of the semester. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]	For the grading scale, I would assign the highest letter grade of A to scores with a percentage of 90% or higher. The letter grade B would be used for scores with a percentage of 80% - 89%, C would be for 70% - 79%, a D for 60% - 69%, and a failing letter grade of F would be assigned to a total score less than 60%.
	By the end of the semester I would come to know most of the students very well. The seven students were each of a different background, style, preparedness, and a multitude of other characteristics that ran across not just one, but a whole multitude of spectrums. There were two students that were young, confident, and well-versed in their mathematics; the class was a breeze for them and they missed class repeatedly, losing attendance points but always getting perfect scores on the exams. There were two students who I never even met (later in the semester I considered an administrative drop, but I was advised not to due to the “unique” enrollment of the course). Finally, there were three students in “the middle” who put more effort into the class. Of these three students, one would end up with an A in the class. She worked hard, always followed instructions explicitly, had a pleasant and polite disposition, and worked well with others in group work; in short, she was the kind of student many instructors wish for. Another of the three middle students was average in everything: he had average height, average weight, average eye-color, average effort, average social skills, and, quite naturally, would end up with an average grade in the class. Then there was the last of the three middle students, who will be the primary subject of the remainder of this note. As we will be referring often to her, I will give her a name (obviously not her real name). Let’s call her Emily. 
	My first impression of Emily is as follows. She is looking all over the room, but mostly down. Her cellphone is glued to her right hand. Her eyes betray anxiety. Her voice hints at low self-esteem. Her responses to the problems from the first week are almost unreadable and were obviously written in haste and poorly thought out. She won’t carry on a conversation with me. She did not come to my office hours. She does come to class, but is fidgety and refuses to focus. This is only my first-impression; by the end of the semester it would severely change, as would my entire impression of the teaching profession.
	As I mentioned above, I came into the class very prepared, and excited to apply an adjusted teaching method that centered on using real statistics that related to current events. Over the summer, I had read several articles relating to teaching math with real data. They had inspired me and guided my preparation (Hakeem, 2001; Neumann, Hood & Neumann, 2013; Umugiraneza & Bansilal, 2017). I was convinced that this method would engage my students from the first day, and they would buy into the class better than previous students had. Indeed, the class began as well as I had hoped. For the first three weeks we flew along. The best students didn’t come. The worst two students didn’t come. Two of the three middle students worked well, and the third middle student, Emily, tagged along with the other two. Yes, we positively flew blissfully along through educational heaven on wings of relevant and engaging data for the first three weeks, until…
	The grades from the first exam were nearly as expected: two perfects scores, two zeros, one high B, one high C, but Emily received a low D. I was surprised and distraught at her score. I had been misled by her quietness in group work, thinking that she was learning simply by nodding her head. After eliminating the two zeros from my statistical analysis of the class, which seemed completely appropriate, the class average was at an 80% - a perfectly reasonable class average. But what is the point of running statistics on a class with only five scores? Just look at the data! No stats needed and the conclusion was obvious: the four students that did well would have done so in most classes, and Emily was not learning a thing. I tried to contact her via e-mail – no response. I tried to talk to her after class – she all but ran away. I sat with the group in class and guided them through the activity – quiet nods and itchy cellphone fingers. Another week went by in this way. Another quiz and another bad grade from Emily. In having such a small class, I had quickly become attached to my students and couldn’t bear her failure. My concern grew after I learned she was to graduate at the end of the semester, pending passing my class, of course. I felt tense and worried about her for two days when finally she came bursting into my office, her face red, her palms sweaty, constantly texting between phrases. “Listen, I have to talk to you,” she began, pausing for a text, “I need this class to graduate. It’s really important that I pass your class. And I wanted to apologize for not doing very well so far but I promise I am really trying. But I have a lot going on in my personal life right now. You see I –.” I interrupted her with my standard response when I fear a student is about to tell me too much information. “Listen, I completely understand and sympathize and, just so you know, I don’t need to know any details. If there is anything medical, all you need to do is give some kind of documentation that says you were seen. I don’t need to know any other details.” 
	She ignored me.
	“I’m pregnant.”
	“Yep,” I thought to myself, “too much information.” 
	“And I am totally freaking out.” She continued. “My boyfriend is being so weird about it. My Mom is not happy and my Dad doesn’t even know, cause he’s sick, and well, it’s just kind of hard to concentrate on math with all this going on.”
	I tried to sympathize with her, but stay objective. I reminded her of the university’s health services. I told her I am happy to tutor her and she can always e-mail me questions outside of class. She acted reassured. She acted relieved. She acted like she would try harder. In short, she only acted, and I feared her semester would only get worse. After she left my office, I began thinking about the gravity of her situation. Passing my class might be the difference between her child being born to a mother with a degree or not. If she failed my class, would she ever finish her degree after the baby was born? My teaching methods seemed more important than ever, and the method I had invoked using real world data extensively was not working for Emily. Could I change methods in the middle of the semester? As mentioned above, I strongly suspected that the other students would be having exactly the same success in any other class, so why not change methods in the hope to improve Emily’s performance in the class? I began researching techniques, looking at the data, asking around, and listening to webinars. Finally, after two days, during which I read a number of articles, see for example (Carlson & Winquist, 2011; Freeman & Schiller, 2013), I decided on a technique: I would “flip” the classroom.
	I worked all through the weekend revising lesson plans, quizzes, online activities, and was ready on Monday for the students to begin seeing content outside of class and working together on engaging activities during class. It was just the three middle students and me. We worked together, discussing our ideas, sharing our computations, and comparing our hypothesis. It was slow going at first and all of the students resisted the technique; however, a week later they seemed to be getting used to it. The high achieving middle student was clearly watching the videos and reading the text outside of class as regularly as I had intended. The average middle student was also taking in the content outside of class, although with less time and effort as the high middle student. Emily also seemed to indicate she was working outside of class as requested. As we worked activities together in class, Emily seemed to keep up rather well and my impression of the three middle students was that they were learning the material with greater depth than had I just lectured to them. One day after class Emily came to my office to say that she was greatly enjoying the new method. She felt like she was learning better than ever. She also took the opportunity to once again give me too much information. Her boyfriend had sobered up, apologized for his recent actions, and was looking for a new job. It was clear that Emily was feeling less stressed and I began to worry less about her, until…
	The results of the second exam were nearly identical to the results of the first. The two top students who I barely saw received nearly perfect scores. The two students that never came, and I had never met, received zeros. Of the three middle students, the above average worker received a low A, the very average student received a high C, and Emily failed the exam by a few points. The day after I handed the exam back she was in my office crying.
	“I don’t understand. I studied really hard. I know the stuff. I’m just not a good test taker. Can’t I retake it or something?” 
	As we conversed, I learned that she had now not heard from her boyfriend for four days and her father, who she still had not told she was pregnant, was getting sicker. 
	After the exam, I began to lose confidence that our flipped classroom was going to work for Emily. The other students had adapted, but once again, Emily was left unserved and unsupported, at least, that is how I felt. Yet, I stuck with the technique for a little while longer, although with more moderate enforcement. That is, I began to state in class the results the students needed to know more and more often. In the end, albeit slowly, I had regressed to my old teaching style: a combination of group work, lecture, and discovery. 
	A few more weeks went by and Emily’s condition worsened. She missed class regularly. She seemed sick and stressed. She was unresponsive to our group work and my attempts at tutoring. One day after class I insisted she come to my office with a doctor’s note validating her absences, and she began to cry. Once again, she was in my office giving me too much information. Her boyfriend was still not coming around. She was regularly sick from the pregnancy. The doctor’s visits were long and expensive. Her dad was getting worse as well. She finally confessed to me that he was not just sick, but that something very grave was taking place, that he was dying of cancer and would probably not make it much longer. This is why they had not told him about the baby. 
I had a lot of sympathy for Emily, but by this point in the semester her reasons, her rationale, and her personal life were all beginning to seem more like excuses rather than justifications. I even began to doubt that she was always telling the truth; she had not yet produced any documentation from the doctor’s visits. Still, I had to keep trying to help her. I spent the weekend once again researching teaching techniques and reviewing the evidence, trying to settle on something that might help poor Emily. But soon the methods all began to run together in my mind and I struggled to differentiate a good technique from a bad one. I began to lose hope and in my desperation I turned to a technique that most of my colleagues laughed at me about. “A silly technique based more on mysticism than facts.” They said, “New-age mumbo jumbo.” “That’s not really teaching.” They criticized, referring to articles I referenced, such as (Bellinger, DeCaro & Ralston, 2015; Shapiro, Brown & Astin, 2011).
To be honest, I may have agreed with them myself, but I decided to change my teaching technique yet again as the semester was coming to an end. 
	I had not previously heard of “Teaching with Mindfulness” before. Was it yoga for the classroom? Was it meditation? Was it bringing spirituality into the classroom? I hoped it wasn’t. I hoped only that it would reduce Emily’s stress and improve her focus. Her outside personal life was taking a turn for a disastrous direction. What if her dad died, her boyfriend did not come back, or she had a new baby but did not have a degree because of this one class? I was ready to try anything.
	We began class each day with two minutes of silence, closing our eyes and focusing on our breathing. Then, I turned on classical music quietly in the background. For the next ten minutes each student worked silently on their own on “skill and drill” problems they already knew (the point of this was not learning, but focus and confidence). Next, I introduced the new topic very slowly. Then we took a short break and stretched, followed by two more minutes of silence with our eyes closed. Then I repeated the new concepts again and did two examples. Each student was then asked to calmly and slowly repeat to the class the new concepts. The class closed with two minutes of silence in which we focused on our breathing.
	This went on for a week and the students loved it! They were noticeable more relaxed and focused. Class seemed less like a struggle. Emily said she was even beginning to look forward to the class. One day the two top students actually came to class and were completely bewildered at the teaching method; they left thinking once again that they really did not need to come to class. I gave the third exam in the middle of the next week, thinking that Emily was finally ready to get a good score and demonstrate that she understood the material, but once again my heart ached at the results: Emily was still failing and the others did as expected. I threw my hands up in utter frustration. I gave up. Over the course of that semester I had put more time into that tiny class of seven students than I ever had of classes with a hundred students. It was perfectly absurd. I had tested the spectrum of teaching techniques and not found anything useful that could help Emily and her soon-to-be baby. 
	The semester was nearly over. We had one week of class left, intended to be review for the final exam. I came into Monday’s class quiet and dejected. Visibly shaken, I handed out review packets with absolutely no enthusiasm. I gave no instructions. I simply leaned against the podium, watched them work, and answered the occasional question. The two top students did not come all week. The two bottom students who had never came to a single class before still did not show up. The three middle students did come every day. The top middle student worked diligently and asked me the most questions. The average middle student worked okay, but seemed to lose some focus and left early on the last day. Emily came to class each day that week, kept quiet, asked only a few questions, and repeatedly checked her cellphone. By the end of the week, I felt guilty for my lack of effort. I had given up on my students, and had wasted the last opportunity I had to help them. Then, final’s day came.
	When I finished grading the final exams I sat up from my desk and nearly wept: five As and two zeros. Even Emily had scored an A. It was a newly written final with multiple forms and most of the questions required work to be shown, so cheating was unlikely. The students had simply done well. It was a miracle. I had employed no teaching technique whatsoever. I had put no effort into my classes. I had not tried. I had no enthusiasm. In short, I had been a bad teacher, and yet, the results were unmistakable: an A for everyone who took the test.
	Nearly a year later – Emily now had a degree and a baby boy – she invited me to lunch with her child and her mother. We talked about many things and it was a pleasant lunch. Eventually, the conversation turned to that final week of class and how Emily had improved so much on the final exam. It turned out that her sickness had went away. Her boyfriend had come to see her and enrolled in a technical training course two states away so that he could prepare to help support them. He then promptly left for the course and Emily did not have to worry about him for a few weeks. Her father’s cancer had went into remission. His health improved. She told him about her pregnancy and they wept in joy together at the news. In short, her life became wonderful, joyful, and hopeful during the week before and the week of finals. Free of the previous weight she had carried all semester, she was able to sit down, calm down, and focus on her mathematics class. She carefully read the text, the notes, and worked all of the practice problems. Granted, not necessarily as an academic might have – there were regular updates to social media about her excitement of the up-coming baby and Dad’s improvement. However, she worked at the problems until she honestly understood the material. She had little use for me at that time. Everything was good.
	As a teacher, what do you do with all of that? What conclusion can you draw? How does it fit in with best-practices and evidence-based teaching? I still ask myself these questions and I still have no response. Consider the stats. For each teaching technique, I had 80% success, four out of five students, disregarding the two students who never attended a class. Emily was the lone unsuccessful student under each technique. The statistics would tell you the teaching techniques worked. Yet, for me, each of the three techniques were unsuccessful, because I knew the students well enough to know the successful ones would have been successful either way, and Emily’s life was too chaotic for her to be a successful student using any teaching method. In the end, only the lucky timing of the positive turn of events in her personal life could explain her sudden improvement. 
	I left the lunch with Emily and her family happy and content. Her beautiful baby had a loving mother (a mother with a degree and a good job). Unfortunately, it was not all great news. Emily’s boyfriend had finally cut loose of them all-together, though it was probably for the best, and her dad had passed away, but not before meeting Emily’s seven pounds, four ounces, beautiful baby boy. 
	The experience of this unique class is now the first thing I think of when prepping for a course. When I told the chair of our department the story, she naturally wondered if I was going to draw the conclusion that I should approach my classes as I did the last week of Emily’s class, that is, with no effort and no prep. She was quite relieved when I said, “Of course not. On the contrary, I will put in more effort than ever, and my new teaching technique will certainly require it.”
	“Your new technique?” She questioned.
	“Well, yes. I call it, ‘caring’.  My future classes will have thirty or fifty or maybe a hundred students, and it takes a lot more time and effort to care about a hundred individuals than just seven.”
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