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Elementary School: Machine Hunt

PREPARE:
As you read the case, make notes:

1.	 WHO are the primary participants in the case? Describe them.

2.	 WHAT is taking place?

3.	 WHERE is the case taking place? Is the environment a factor?

4.	 WHEN is the case taking place? Is the timing a factor?

Brian Finnegan loves teaching at West Heights 
Elementary School, the only K-5 elementary school in 
a rural school district of about 3,000 people.  
Mr. Finnegan finds teaching here particularly reward-
ing and also challenging because he teaches a split-
grade class of fourth and fifth graders—13 fourth 
graders and 12 fifth graders, to be exact. He deals 
with a range of abilities within each traditional grade 
level. Even though the children’s ages range from 9 
through 11, most of the time they all get along.

After the Pledge of Allegiance and morning announcements, Mr. Finnegan’s class gets right to work with the 
first subject of the day, math. Mr. Finnegan is introducing fraction concepts to some of the fourth graders—
Sabrina, Brandon, Austin, and Avery—while other students are doing various assignments. Other fourth grad-
ers and some fifth graders are practicing addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division of fractions. Ellie, 
Connor, and Nathan, fourth graders with advanced math skills, and fifth graders Layla, Chloe, Henry, and Milo, 
along with some other students, are all working at their seats on a summative test to assess their mastery of 
factors and multiples. Each group of students will have its turn working with Mr. Finnegan. He has established 
an efficient system in which he works with each group of students on a rotation while other groups do inde-
pendent work—either a formative assessment (pretest), worksheets for practice, an independent project, or 
a summative (mastery) test. Each child has an “in-box” where he or she can pick up new work, so the stu-
dents do not interrupt Mr. Finnegan while he’s working with a group, and students have a “buddy” they can 
ask for help if they have a question. There is also a completed work basket for students to turn in their work 
before getting another assignment. Mr. Finnegan’s math class runs like a well-oiled machine!

Mr. Finnegan rings a bell on his desk, which signals that math has ended and science is beginning. Students 
put away their work. Mr. Finnegan claps twice, and most students clap twice; he claps once, and they all 
clap once. He knows they are ready to listen. He announces, “Today we’re starting a new science unit on 
simple machines.” He then hands out a sheet listing each simple machine, its purpose, and an example.

“You’re going to walk around the school with your buddy, and jot down every example you can find of 
simple machines. Then you’ll come back to the classroom and compare your findings in groups. Does 
everyone remember the rules for outside the classroom?” Mr. Finnegan asks, as he points to the list on 
the wall stating, “walk, quiet whisper, stay with your buddy.”

Everyone nods. “OK, 1, 2, 3, get in line with your buddy,” he says. And off they go.

When they return, Mr. Finnegan has created the groups. As he usually does in science and social studies, 
he creates groups with students who are mixed in age, gender, and ability, and even personality. Children 
come in and hurry to find their groups, eager to share what they learned, and Mr. Finnegan circulates the 
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