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SHERLOCK HOLMES MEETS THE TEXTBOOK! 
 

 Linear reading has its place, but not for the accelerated student who wants to 

tackle the assignment with a game plan—to get in and out as quickly as possible with the 

highest level of retention. Here’s a new and different twist on reading that can shave 

hours off study time. 

 The idea was born one Saturday morning when I was working with a student who 

was smart, articulate—and struggling. She was not struggling academically: she was 

struggling to finish a reading assignment because the way she was expected to do it—

meaninglessly outlining a chapter—bored her into daydreaming. We began to discuss the 

idea of reading with a purpose.  

 What’s the primary purpose of most reading? To discern what the author feels is 

important and how he communicates those ideas to readers. In this case, my student’s 

problem was solved by reading back-of-the-chapter questions before starting the chapter 

itself. Let the “we’ve never done it that way” types howl all they want: it got this student 

engaged in the reading because she now knew what she was looking for. She had a 

purpose. 

 There’s no reason you can’t suggest the same approach to your own students: 

check the questions at the end of the chapter and then approach the main text with a 

mindset of finding the answers. After all, those questions embody the take-away the 

author wants to leave you with—that information was important to the author, so it 

should be important to the reader.  

 If your textbooks have no questions, no problem: just challenge your students to 

play a “detective game” with the text. Authors leave “clues” to what they consider 

important. Uncover the clues and presto—you understand the essential information! 

 Common author clues include:  

• Boldfaced words  

• Italics 

• Subheads 

• Bulleted or numbered lists  

• Graphs and diagrams 

• Pictures (confession time: I was the kid who practically ignored pictures when 

growing up, but I’ve come to realize they really do offer valuable information 

worth a thousand words) 

• Opening and closing sentences 

 

 Good authors don’t just toss in emphasis or illustrations to break up the words: 

they choose them specifically to help readers better understand the information the author 

is trying to share. It’s the author’s way of saying, “Pay attention, this is important!”  

 What could be easier? As you guide your students through this process, you will 

also learn to quickly engage with authors and to understand them and their thinking. 

When you understand a concept, you own it, and poof—high retention will come like 

magic. 

 

  

https://shadyoakprimary.com/515/
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SIMPLIFYING LEARNING WITH THE RIGHT TOOLS 
 

 The right tools make any job easier, more efficient, and more enjoyable. We all 

know this, yet we tend to forget it when trying to learn new material. Even thoroughly 

literate adults frequently approach new information via slow, laborious reading, taking 

each word linearly from front to back. We read without a purpose—or with the wrong 

purpose, to get one more task out of the way—and we wind up frustrated because we 

quickly forget what we have read. Or else we take the path that looks most obvious to us 

after barely glancing at the instructions, and wind up wasting our time and making a 

mess. 

 Think about it this way: If your job was to cut the grass, would you do it with a 

push lawnmower, a riding lawnmower, or a pair of scissors? A riding mower is most 

efficient; some people prefer a push mower for the exercise and close-up approach; but 

who with any sense would opt for the scissors? Sure, they’d get the job done eventually, 

but the first grass you cut would have grown back an inch by the time you finished. 

 Your students, and perhaps you yourself, can learn to grasp new material better 

and more quickly by understanding that there are other tools/approaches to the job than 

trying to internalize every punctuation mark. You already know there’s a difference 

between reading a toy assembly manual, reading a novel for pleasure, reading the daily 

news, and reading a highway billboard while driving 70 miles per hour. The same 

principle applies in your classroom: before you attempt to teach students anything, via 

textbook, video clip, illustrated lecture, or hands-on activity, make sure you’re very clear 

on:  

• What you want them to learn 

• Why you want them to learn it (“to get this classroom to the highest standardized-

test scores in the district” is not an acceptable answer!)  

• How, based on the “what” and the “why,” they can learn it most effectively.  

 

 Most students enter elementary school with great anticipation and eagerness—

then many quickly learn to hate school because some teacher’s insistence on “do it 

exactly the way it’s always been done” took all the fun out of learning. That doesn’t have 

to happen in your classroom. You can keep learning fun, and challenging-but-not-

overwhelming, with a handy “tool box” of appropriate techniques and strategies. 

 Here’s a quick list of some of my favorites: 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/insight-into-the-accelerated-learning-myth/
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• Reading with a purpose. Show students how to, before starting on a 

book/article/website, take a few minutes to determine what exactly they intend to 

learn—and then, while reading, to look for author emphases and key points 

related to that purpose.  

• The tried-and-true “reporter” questions: thinking in terms of what, how, when, 

where, who, and why.  

• Study questions. If they’re included in your textbooks, suggest that students read 

them first to define the purpose and main points of the text. (When the questions 

are saved for last, most people have to go back and reread the text to find some of 

the answers anyway: why waste the time?)  

• Student participation. Why expect everyone to learn everything by themselves, 

when sharing insights streamlines the process and creates a sense of community 

in the classroom? 

• Hands-on projects. We still learn much by doing—usually a lot more, about 

ourselves as well as the topic, than we learn through lectures and memorizing. 

 

 If you were trained on the traditional “rote learning” method, these suggestions 

may seem radical at first glance. But give them a try anyway. You (and your students) 

have nothing to lose and a new frontier of effective learning to gain! 
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“BRING FORWARD” EDUCATION: CREATING LESSON PLANS THAT 
WORK! 
 

 Most teachers plan each school year according to their textbooks’ “official” order 

and agenda. This isn’t bad, except that it tends to fall short on allowing for individual 

student needs and the skills children should develop for the following year. To maximize 

development of the skills necessary to move forward, I advise teachers to plan the year 

backwards, via what’s called the “Bring Forward” system—an emphasis on steadily 

increasing skills to keep learning ongoing and students prepared for each new school 

year. 

 Anyone who understands the basics of goal-setting can comprehend the “Bring 

Forward” concept, since the concept itself is based on solidifying goals before laying out 

the tasks needed to get there. As a teacher, you have the advantage of easy access to peers 

who already know what skills and knowledge your students should master and carry to 

the next grade level. For example, if you teach fourth grade, ask the fifth-grade teachers 

in your school what they hope each year’s new students will have mastered before the 

first day of class. (You probably know how it feels to have a roomful of new students 

who make you wonder if the third-grade teachers know what they’re doing!) Find out 

what the “next level up” teachers see as the greatest challenges for their classes, and how 

skill and knowledge deficits have affected past class years. Instead of looking only at the 

curricula for your own grade level, read the textbooks for the next level (and perhaps the 

one below) as well. 

 Once you know what skills and knowledge levels should be instilled in your class 

by the start of next year, you can better determine how to schedule this year according to 

the various stages needed for mastering those skills. Set dates by which each major step 

needs to be taken, then work backwards to build in lessons and topics that place those 

steps in the right order, at the right times. Do leave margin for adjustment: some skills 

will be mastered more slowly or quickly than anticipated, and some course corrections 

are always necessary. 

 You may be surprised, especially once the year is underway and you’re getting to 

know your individual students’ learning styles, how much your class’s best calendar 

differs from the suggested scope and sequence in the mass-produced textbook. You may 

have to change the suggested order of the textbook to make your lesson plans flow more 

smoothly for your specific classroom, and to allow for the strengths and weaknesses of 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/bring-forward-education-creating-lesson-plans-that-work/
https://shadyoakprimary.com/bring-forward-education-creating-lesson-plans-that-work/
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each group of students. 

 Often, teaching in a school as a whole is made more difficult because each teacher 

looks at his or her own instructional year in isolation. Instead, look at your academic year 

as the students do: one leg in a relay race. It’s your job to manage the skills, strengths, 

speed, and accuracy of the leg you’re on, and to prepare yourself to hand off the baton to 

the next leg in the race. “Bring Forward” makes this much easier, and the scope of your 

classroom instruction much more thorough. 
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SHADY OAK’S STUDENT SUCCESS STRATEGIES 
 

 At my Shady Oak school, we offer a special program to help students develop 

successful attitudes, behaviors, and habits. You can implement similar techniques to 

make your own classroom more effective. 

 Our process is organized into seven components: 

• SMART Goals; 

• Understanding Yourself and Others; 

• Communications Skills; 

• Conflict Resolution Techniques; 

• Essential Life Skills; 

• Self-Motivation; 

• Success Tools. 

 

 Put them together and they spell SUCCESS. 

 Here’s how each component works: 

 

SMART Goals System 
 You’ve probably heard of the SMART goal-evaluation system—making all goals 

Specific, Measurable, Action-Oriented (or Achievable), Relevant (or Realistic), and 

Time-Sensitive. Such goals are the foundation of long-term success.  

 We help our students further develop their goals by building Wish Lists (that 

convert wishes into wants, and wants into goals worth working for) and by using a GOT 

process that breaks monthly Goals into weekly Objectives and Objectives into daily 

Targets. 

 

Understanding Yourself and Others 
 Understanding what purposes one was made for is essential to success: so is 

understanding one’s fellow humans. To teach this concept, we use a DISC® model (a 

leading assessment tool in the business world, originated by Dr. William Marston of 

Columbia University). The letters stand for Dominance (results-oriented) / Influence 

(relationship-oriented) / Steadiness (dependability-oriented) / Conscientiousness (quality-

https://shadyoakprimary.com/shady-oaks-student-success-strategies/
http://shadyoakschools.com/
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oriented). By knowing everyone’s personal work style and how it relates to the styles of 

others, students learn to work together and also to maximize their individual success. 

 

Communication Skills 
 In addition to clear speaking and writing skills, we emphasize personal learning 

styles and the Love Languages concept developed by Dr. Gary Chapman (the primary 

“languages” that individuals best respond to are verbal affirmation, acts of service, gifts, 

quality time, and physical touch). Effective interpersonal communication is important for 

relating to teachers as well as fellow students, and for doing work that is well-received. 

 

Conflict Resolution Techniques 
 These include specific techniques for defusing tense situations: managing stress; 

staying calm; controlling emotions and behavior; paying attention to one’s own feelings 

and the feelings of others; and being aware of and respectful of differences. 

 

Essential Life Skills 
 Important for independent living, yet often overlooked by traditional education 

systems and modern parenting approaches, these skills include budgeting, cooking, and 

home maintenance. Such abilities can make the difference between success and failure in 

college, and even more in life after education. 

 

Self-Motivation 
 Goes hand in hand with self-discipline and self-respect as an essential quality for 

meeting life’s challenges. In addition to the SMART goals concept noted above, we work 

with three other SMART acronyms: Strengths / Motivation / Attitude / Resolve / 

Tenacity, Self-Discipline / Maturity / Application / Responsibility / Time Management, 

and the target result of teaching students to trust their own judgment and equip 

themselves for life—effective Systems, Methods, Approaches, Resources, and 

Techniques. 

 

Success Tools 
 In addition to everything described above, our key tools are Gratitude Journals for 

building strong positive attitudes, and weekly planners to set ongoing goals, objectives, 

and targets. This cultivates the right mindset, develops skills, builds up personal assets, 

and prepares all students for lives of SMART SUCCESS. 
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TEACHABLE VIRTUES 
 

 Traditionally, schools emphasized personal responsibility alongside academic 

achievement; but in today’s society of “success” obsession and apathy posing as 

tolerance, the essential responsibility element often withers from neglect. Indeed, you 

may wonder how any teacher can possibly “grade” personal responsibility. Well, my 

school does just that, and the following list of “teachable virtues” should give you some 

ideas. “Teachable virtues” are those easily demonstrated through anecdotes and 

behavioral examples applicable to everyday life. 

 

Some Virtues I Have Taught 
• Empathy: displaying concern and understanding for others’ feelings, as in putting 

an arm around a slumping shoulder. 

• Respect: appreciating others’ good points and feelings even in disagreement, as in 

acknowledging common ground during a debate. 

• Helpfulness: putting in extra effort where needed, as in picking up extra trash 

without being asked. 

• Fairness: considering the best interests of everyone, as in giving someone else a 

turn on your favorite swing. 

• Tolerance: allowing others the right to disagree with you or do things differently, 

as in not making fun of someone’s atypical tastes in music. 

• Caring: having and displaying genuine concern for others, as in handwriting an 

encouraging letter to a sick friend. 

• Courage: being willing to stand up openly for what you believe in, as in speaking 

up for someone who is being bullied. 

• Humor: laughing at frustrations and one’s own mistakes, as in being the first to 

make a witty remark after you miss your chair and sit down on the floor. 

• Loyalty: standing by what you believe in and those you care for, as in staying 

friends with someone who has fallen out of favor with the popular crowd. 

• Patience: being willing to wait for good things, as in smiling at the mail carrier 

even though your package is still overdue. 

• Courtesy: displaying good manners and consideration at all times, as in opening a 

door for someone loaded with packages. 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/teachable-virtues/
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• Resourcefulness: being able to think of creative solutions, as in hanging up 

outdoor pictures after rain forces the picnic inside. 

• Peacemaking: helping to keep others on good terms, as in volunteering a 

compromise where two people can’t agree. 

• Self-reliance: being able to cope on one’s own, as in cooking dinner when Mom 

works late. 

• Self-motivation: having an active desire to achieve with or without obvious 

reward, as in making your own separate model for fun after the class-project one 

is turned in. 

• Responsibility: being willing to do one’s duty and make amends for one’s 

mistakes, as in paying for the keyboard you broke without complaining about how 

you wanted to use that money. 

• Honesty: telling the truth, and not trying to take shortcuts to achievement, and 

respecting other people’s property, as in needing a quarter and still leaving all the 

loose change on Dad’s desk. 

• Trustworthiness: being someone others can always rely on, as in not reading 

somebody else’s private email when they leave their phone within reach. 

• Self-discipline: being able to control oneself (especially when implementing a 

change of habit), as in not asking for extra dessert when your stomach is telling 

you it’s full. 

• Cooperation: working with others to achieve a mutually beneficial end, as in 

settling down quickly when class is about to start. 

 

 I have had teachers further reinforce “virtue lessons” by keeping a special eye out 

for students exemplifying the virtue of the week, and submitting photos of these “good 

examples” to the bulletin board in our library. No doubt you can think of your own ideas: 

learning, and especially learning the principles of character and responsibility, should be 

fun and rewarding! 
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PROJECT-BASED LEARNING: EDUCATION FOR THE FUTURE 
 

 Love ’em or hate ’em, “projects” are part of education. Nearly everyone with a 

high school diploma has at least one vivid memory of stooping over a science fair entry, 

squabbling with a partner over best approaches and fair share of work, or being asked, 

“Are you sure your mom didn’t put this together for you?” 

 Project-based learning, though, is something different—and not, as you might 

think, simply a curricula approach that uses projects instead of tests as primary evaluators 

of what’s been learned. Project-Based Learning (PBL) is a system (or a philosophy) that 

uses teamwork-based projects to help students develop skills for long-term success, 

“success” defined as being an effective contributing member of society. As the nonprofit 

Buck Institute for Education puts it, PBL is based on “highly complex methods of 

creating and publishing student thinking.” 

 PBL emphasizes the process at least as much as the product: interpersonal skills 

and creative thinking are high priorities throughout. It focuses on projects relevant to 

well-known contemporary issues: no “When will I ever need to know this?” protests here. 

It gets the school actively involved with the larger community: nearly every project 

includes a final presentation to an outside group. Often, a PBL class becomes an active 

part of a larger community revitalization project or a professional conference. 

 Another difference between Project-Based Learning and traditional “projects” is 

that PBL brings project work directly into the classroom. Instead of handing out 

parameters and saying, “I’ll collect your projects in two weeks,” the instructor stays on 

hand throughout to answer questions and offer assistance (though the wise instructor will 

refrain from jumping in too quickly and will let the students figure most things out for 

themselves). Besides ensuring an easy way for group members to coordinate their work 

schedules, this keeps hands-on materials convenient and provides increased opportunities 

for immersion in project-relevant environments. 

 Current education trends are antiquated and are not equipping students with the 

necessary skill sets for success in adult life. Students need opportunities to communicate, 

problem-solve, collaborate, and think critically; and Project-Based Learning is committed 

to ensuring that these four concepts are included and evaluated throughout each and 

every project. Students love this approach and the sense of ownership and 

accomplishment it brings to learning. 

 In summary, the key advantages of Project-Based Learning are: 

• Students actively develop their creative and interpersonal skills throughout, rather 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/project-based-learning-education-for-the-future/
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than seeing everything as a means to a “find the right answer” end. 

• Students get directly involved in their larger community’s issues and challenges. 

• By working on “common turf,” project teams develop a greater sense of 

camaraderie and mutual support. 

 

All of this translates into development of skills vital to success in the larger world. 

 Sample PBL projects: 

• Develop a town walking tour for the local Chamber of Commerce. 

• Read and analyze traditional folktales from around the world, then create one of 

your own and turn it into a play for a community drama festival. 

• Come up with a plan for countering the pandemic of negative news, and present it 

to a group of communications professionals. 

• Describe an ideal society that draws from the best features of civilizations past 

and present. 

• Start a community garden to furnish fresh produce for a food pantry. 

• Make a collage on “the global history of civil rights” for a special museum 

exhibit. 

 

 Now, a “project” for you as a teacher: Make a list of your own ten best ideas, and 

choose one to implement into your curricula next term. 
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8 EASY STEPS TO EFFECTIVE READING 
 

 If your students (or you yourself) have trouble reading effectively—if their eyes 

move over the right pages and paragraphs, but they then look blank when asked what the 

story was about—forget about “speed reading” and teach them active reading. Here are 

the key rules: 

1. Warm up your brain. Nothing numbs comprehension like rushing through a to-do 

list at breakneck speed. Before starting your reading time, take a short break after 

the last task, and let your mind relax. Then, ask yourself: What do I already know 

about this text? What do I want to get from it (besides a passing grade)? How is 

the topic relevant to my life? Pick up the reading itself only after considering 

these questions. 

2. Sweep the chapter. Call it “sweeping,” “skimming,” or “scanning”—but do a 

quick all-over preview before actually reading. Note what jumps out at your 

passing glance, especially anything that is visually emphasized: these are points to 

keep in mind as you read the passage thoroughly. 

3. Write as you read. Whether directly in the book or on a separate tablet, underline 

or write down key points and what supports them. This not only ensures you 

won’t lose them entirely: the physical action of making notes helps your brain 

store the information on the spot. 

4. Look up words you don’t understand. Don’t (as Charles Schulz put it) “bleep right 

over” strange-to-you words, nor rely solely on context to decipher them: you may 

miss some important nuances. Many electronic files allow you to simply tap for 

on-the-fly definitions: otherwise, if you don’t want to interrupt reading flow by 

turning to a dictionary, add the word to your notes and mark it “look up as soon as 

possible.” 

5. Ask questions. Consider: Why do things unfold as they do? What weaknesses 

does the hero have? Can you find points of empathy with the bad guys? (Even in 

nonfiction, there are “good guys” and “bad guys,” in the form of ideas that do or 

don’t support the author’s viewpoint.) Where do you agree or disagree with the 

points the author makes? Why? 

6. Look for answers. Going beyond points 4 and 5, note what you already knew 

about the subject, what new facts or perspectives you have acquired, and what 

else you want to look up. Then, consider how all this will help you understand 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/8-easy-steps-to-effective-reading/
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others and make your unique mark on the world. 

7. Turn chapter titles and headings into questions. To maximize your learning 

experience, go over the reading once more, paying special attention to titles and 

other headings—and covering any additional questions these bring to mind. 

“Don’t Believe the Experts”—why? “Learn to Sew in Three Hours”—how? 

8. Understand what you are reading. Finally, review your notes once more; schedule 

next steps in solving any still-unanswered questions; define in 100 words or less 

what the author intended and what you’ve learned—and pat yourself on the back 

for being an active reader! 
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PROBLEM-SOLVING WITH A CLASS 
 

 Whether it comes as rain on a field day or as a fundraising need, every teacher 

sooner or later finds an entire classroom faced with a mutual problem. Rather than feeling 

you have to come up with a solution, serve as facilitator and encourager to help the 

students personally handle the bulk of problem-solving. 

 The following procedure is optimally effective in reaching a workable solution 

while letting the children develop their coping skills: 

• Listen to the students’ feelings and needs. That means to really listen, with 

obvious attention and acknowledgment: otherwise, they’ll see it as just a formality 

before you the authority hand down the real answer. Above all, don’t tell anyone 

how they “should” feel. It’s natural to be disappointed if a change in plans is 

inevitable or a lot of unexpected work is involved, so don’t panic if someone 

sheds a few tears or speaks in a raised voice. “Calm down” is justified only if 

someone is becoming hysterical or trampling on another’s feelings: and even then, 

avoid scolding that “it’s no big deal.” It feels like a big deal to them, and what 

they’ll hear is “you’re too stupid to know what’s important.” 

• Summarize the collective point of view verbally to the class. If there are varying 

opinions, give each equal time; but emphasize the common points that concern 

everyone. This is the stage for defining the problem clearly. 

• Express your own feelings and needs. You probably have strong feelings and 

opinions of your own regarding the problem. It’s fine to admit if you’re hurt or 

upset: let the kids see your human side, and don’t be afraid to put yourself on their 

level. Remember, you aren’t going to tell them “what we’ll do now”; you’re 

going to ask them. 

• Invite the class to brainstorm with you to find a solution. Set up a whiteboard or 

giant tablet, and write down the ideas where the class can read them as they come. 

Allow at least fifteen minutes for this stage. 

• Write down ALL the ideas. The cardinal rule of brainstorming sessions: never 

stop collecting ideas to evaluate them, no matter how outrageous they sound. 

Don’t let anyone judge anyone else’s idea, either. Make sure that everybody, not 

just the more vocal and outgoing students, has a full chance to participate; and 

when the stream of ideas seems to have stopped, wait a full minute or two before 

declaring the brainstorming finished. A moment’s quiet will encourage the timid 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/problem-solving-with-a-class/
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ones, who often have the best ideas, to speak up. If someone has been quiet the 

whole time, now is the moment to give them an encouraging nod or even to ask 

them directly what they can offer. 

• Together, decide which ideas to use, and how to implement them. You won’t be 

able to use every idea, but try not to ignore any of them completely. Even ideas 

that don’t fit into the ultimate solution can provide valuable insights. 

 

 Remember, this is a group effort. If you show an attitude of acceptance and 

appreciation throughout, students whose ideas weren’t used needn’t feel scorned or 

ignored. 

 

(Based on the work of Adele Faber and Elaine Mazlish) 
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ENCOURAGING KIDS TO ENJOY LEARNING 
 

 Every teacher hopes for a classroom of eager learners. It’s disheartening to put 

weeks into planning curricula, with full commitment to making it challenging and 

interesting, then be faced with a student moping over the results of your hard work, 

whining, “This stuff is so dumb/boring/tough.” 

 It happens to the best educators. And it’s probably neither your fault nor the 

student’s. Kids who resist learning are likely struggling under feelings that interfere with 

the process: they’re conditioned by past experience to see schoolwork as dull; they’ve 

had teachers with “shut up and do your work” attitudes; or they’re burdened with parents 

who demand perfect report cards. Constant implications of “do what I say—perfectly—or 

you’re stupid,” paired with lack of empathy for legitimate difficulties, will crumple 

anyone’s enthusiasm. 

 Especially if you have only one complaining student, it’s tempting to brush off or 

contradict negative comments (“This story is not dumb. It’s very interesting. Everyone 

else thinks so”). But the last thing any reluctant learner needs is one more authority figure 

sending the message, “You’re dumb. You’re the only one who doesn’t know a good thing 

when you see it. And no one cares about your struggles.” When a person is drowning, it’s 

not the time to give swimming lessons—least of all by shouting instructions from shore 

and implying that any idiot would catch on instantly. 

 The struggling learner needs empathy, not blame nor even “I’ll show you how to 

enjoy this” directions. Whether he genuinely has difficulty grasping a topic, or only 

thinks he does, he needs to be acknowledged as a human being whose concerns are as 

legitimate as anyone else’s. 

 When faced with a “don’t wanna learn” attitude: 

 

Put the Child’s Feelings Into Words 
 This doesn’t mean verbally agreeing with opinions you don’t share, just 

acknowledging that valid feelings lie behind the opinions. When someone whines, “This 

story is dumb,” you can say, “There’s something about this story you don’t like.” Pay 

attention to the reply: it can offer valuable clues not only to what they dislike about this 

story, but to what lies behind the larger problem. 

 

 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/encouraging-kids-to-enjoy-learning/
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Don’t Offer Advice Until You Really Understand the Student’s Feelings 
 Listen while she’s talking, limiting your own comments to brief 

acknowledgements (“oh; mmm; I see”). 

 

Accept Feelings Even When Behavior Is Unacceptable 
 It’s your duty to stop disruptive or dangerous actions. But don’t ignore the 

feelings behind the behavior, and don’t tell anyone it’s “wrong” to feel angry or upset. 

Use such phrasing as, “I understand you’re angry, but we don’t scream in this classroom. 

You’ll have to sit over there until you’re ready to talk about what’s bothering you.” 

(Don’t, however, demand that they just settle down and finish the work that triggered the 

angry behavior. No matter how important it may be that the work gets done, avoid 

teaching them to further associate it with unpleasant experiences.) 

 

 Ideally, school is a place to learn not only academics, but responsibility and 

problem-solving skills—a principle frequently forgotten in a society obsessed with 

measurable achievement. There’s nothing to be gained by putting down those who are 

frustrated at not being better achievers. A response that conveys full understanding—

without condescension or criticism—gives young people the courage to begin dealing 

with their problems. 

 

(Based on the work of Adele Faber and Elaine Mazlish) 
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BRING ART BACK INTO SCHOOLS! 
 

 School art classes have been losing ground for over a generation, as educational 

decision-makers stress traditional “academic” topics—reading, writing, and arithmetic—

as the key to future success. While experts acknowledge that art and music are invaluable 

for building empathy, expanding individual potential, and even priming the mind for 

success in “academic” areas, it’s still through the standard tests—those that emphasize 

right-or-wrong answers rather than creativity—that high achievement brings accolades to 

students and schools. Under pressure to make the kids “produce,” many teachers fear 

accusations of frivolity should they put “too much” emphasis on the creative side. 

 At Shady Oak, we think differently and make art education (including art history, 

art concepts, and the art-projects planning process) a vital part of our curricula. Because 

when children learn art: 

• They learn to think creatively and open their minds to new possibilities. When we 

put exclusive emphasis on getting the “right” answers, children learn only to 

accept and parrot the dominant views, and to ingrain a prejudice against any 

challenge to the status quo. Encouragement to create their own art shows kids 

there are a variety of equally valid ways to approach a challenge—that there can 

be multiple “right answers” to many questions. 

• They have opportunities to practice new problem-solving and critical-thinking 

skills, as well as physical and language skills unique to the arts. 

• They learn to observe, describe, analyze, and interpret. Art is not simply freeform 

play with no rules. Successful artists know how to observe the world clearly, and 

they have guidelines that govern their approach even as they (and their personal 

rules) continue to grow and develop. As Pablo Picasso said, “Learn the rules like 

a pro, so you can break them like an artist.” 

• They enjoy school more. There are, of course, many children who find pleasure in 

standard academic activities and in learning for its own sake. With art, however, 

not only are playing and learning inseparable, but the wide variety of possible 

approaches ensures that every student can shape a project to his or her personal 

enjoyment. 

• They learn about cultures from around the world through exposure to historical 

and international art. 

• They learn the value of community, with both peers and adult mentors. 

Opportunities for joint projects abound: even with individual projects, it’s easy to 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/bring-art-back-into-schools/
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exchange ideas and suggestions without “cheating.” Schools whose students vary 

in upbringing and background find particular value in celebrating the arts as one 

community. 

• They learn to express their feelings—and that there are other ways of expressing 

feelings besides “finding the right words.” 

• They find new opportunities to blossom and excel, and to let their confidence 

grow. While not everyone can develop the skills of a scholar or a scientist, 

everyone has some artistic inclinations at soul level. And since there are endless 

“correct ways” to create art, every child has the right to take personal pride in his 

or her work. Thus, as children are brought up to value art, they also learn the 

priceless success skill of valuing themselves. 
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“THE WHOLE CHILD” APPROACH TO TEACHING 
 

 You may have heard that children are sponges, just waiting to soak up 

information. There’s some truth in that, but it’s only a tiny portion of what makes up a 

child’s full mental, physical, and spiritual capacities—not to mention the traits that make 

every child a unique individual. The “Whole Child” approach gives due credit to all the 

above, and makes school more enjoyable overall, allowing kids to head into the next 

grade (and ultimately the larger world) richer by more than a collection of information. 

They learn how to learn, what drives them to learn, how to know themselves, and how to 

feel fulfilled on all levels.  

 How does it work? 

• Children need to keep moving to stay engaged. One way Shady Oak addresses 

this is through our award-winning natural-habitat playground, an Adventure 

Playscape created from natural materials. We also spend a minimum of an hour 

and a half outside on every day with decent weather: we eat outside, have recess 

outside, and even hold classes outside. Our students have multiple opportunities 

to explore their potential in a safe and empowering environment. 

• Smaller class sizes (I recommend no more than ten students per teacher) allow 

teachers to better discover and accommodate individual learning styles. 

• Children soar when they see their parents engaged in education! Always 

encourage support and cooperation from adult family members. We make a point 

of providing multiple opportunities to volunteer at our school.  

• Preparing children for success in life requires emphasis on making good 

choices—not for high grades and other rewards, but for the intrinsic value of 

doing the right thing. Self-regulation is key to becoming successful. 

• Organized events, where students contribute to the planning and organizing, are 

highly effective at teaching students how to function in society. Shady Oak holds 

regular “feasts” where kids handle the program by working in four groups: meal 

preparation, table-setting, serving, and cleanup. Everyone becomes an active part 

of the cooperative whole. 

 

 As you can see, much of the “Whole Child” approach involves learning by 

experience. Organizing education in this manner not only helps kids learn more 

effectively: it increases their desire to learn by making things more fun, and by showing 

them school does teach what they’ll “need to know” when grown up! 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/the-whole-child-approach-to-teaching/
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THE IMPORTANCE OF PLAY-BASED EDUCATION 
 

 Do you think play is play and work is work? Not to a child in a learning 

environment. A child at play is a child who is learning—in all areas of development, 

whether physical, social, emotional, or creative. This is true whether the child is playing 

alone, with a few friends, or on a team: 

• Playing alone teaches children to think for themselves, to figure out what they like 

to do, to develop their imaginations, and to explore their world. 

• Playing with others teaches children to communicate, collaborate, and solve 

problems. Have you ever watched a group of children building their first block 

tower together? One may be first to notice how quickly blocks fall when stacked 

carelessly: “Hey, let’s try these blocks instead!” Another child may figure out that 

blocks won’t balance as sturdily on carpet: “Let’s move them to the tile floor!” By 

sharing observations and suggestions, they’re teaching each other. 

• Playing stimulates children’s cognitive development and also the development of 

science, math, language, and literacy skills. One University of Chicago researcher 

posed a math problem to two groups of third graders: A zookeeper fed 7 fish each 

to 2 hippos, and 4 fish each to 2 alligators. How many fish did he use? One group 

physically acted out the math problem with students playing zookeeper and 

animals; the other group just added up the numbers. Whenever this experiment 

was conducted, guess which group was likelier to get the correct answer? That’s 

right: the group who acted things out, using their bodies along with their minds, 

absorbing the concept through play. (For the record, the answer is 22: (7 x 2) + (4 

x 2)).  

• Through play, children actively pose problems, explore solutions, and develop 

understandings of real-world concepts. By comparing and contrasting information 

gained with information already known, they actively grow their knowledge of 

how the world works. 

 

 Play-based education is a hallmark of a child’s healthy development. No teacher 

should take it lightly! 
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MAGICAL MUSIC IN THE CLASSROOM 
 

 You may be one of those adults who remember with distaste being forced to 

practice piano, or sit through an opera, in elementary school. In which case, you may 

have little interest in advocating for music education—even if you’re a teacher yourself. 

 On the other hand, you probably remember the fun of the “Hokey Pokey,” 

nonsense songs, and impromptu parades with improvised musical instruments. So what 

should music classes offer the six-to-ten-year-old—just hilarious rhymes and active play? 

 Actually, we can give them that and the opportunity to learn about music history 

and the orchestra, without diminishing their enjoyment. When handled effectively, music 

education combines physical exercise, motor skills, creativity, culture, and interpersonal 

empathy in one package. 

 

It’s Good for the Brain, Too 
 Music (and other art) also contributes to the overall effectiveness of education. 

Most children who study the creative skills get better grades in all their classes, and are 

also more interested in school as a whole. Moreover, neuroscience says that the young, 

developing brain shows distinctly positive physical changes, especially in areas that 

process language and perceptions, when regularly exposed to music. The classic practice 

of learning straight facts by singing them (or setting them to rhyme) really does work. 

 And, of course, music nurtures the creative side of the brain, encouraging 

improvisation and the exploration of new ideas. At the same time, it makes use of an 

often-ignored principle, paradoxical yet universal: true freedom and originality can only 

be achieved when certain boundaries are understood and adhered to. As every 

experienced musician knows, each performance of a symphony or song follows the same 

musical pattern—yet is unique in itself. 

 

Should the Kids Play Instruments? 
 Children can get a lot out of simply absorbing music and the stories and culture 

behind it. If their learning goes no further, they will still develop increased listening and 

analytical skills, plus a greater appreciation for others’ feelings. 

 Nonetheless, they need opportunities to play “making music,” creating their own 

songs or testing out makeshift drums and whistles. And any child who shows interest 

should definitely be encouraged to take up an “official” instrument and reap the benefits: 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/magical-music-in-the-classroom/
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• Learning a musical instrument develops motor skills, feel for harmony, and self-

discipline. 

• It provides opportunities for community and teamwork. (All young musicians 

should be encouraged to perform with groups as well as solo.) 

• It opens the doors to new worlds of creativity and unique personal expression. 

• It’s active learning—and immediately usable. Unlike most “academic” subjects 

where it may take years to realize the practical significance of the topic, music 

can begin early on to fulfill its primary purpose of bringing joy and opening 

minds. 

 

 Such a purpose can only benefit the young music student—and the larger world 

he or she will soon grow into. 
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ENVIRONMENTS FOR HIGH-QUALITY TEACHING 
 

 Not every school or teacher has a high budget—but every classroom can be high-

quality. Although research on the learning-conducive environment has been limited, even 

a rough understanding of human psychology can enable a teacher to improve his or her 

own classroom environment. 

 

Treat the Eyes to a Natural View 
 Kids who feel boxed in and institutionalized will be less effective in a 

classroom—and so will you, if there’s nothing to look at except blank walls or the same 

old boring “educational” posters. It’s best if your classroom has a window to let in 

sunshine and “green” views of the outdoors. (No, this won’t lead to students staring out 

the window instead of paying attention to their lessons—or if it does, welcome that as an 

opportunity to notice when the class may need a stand-up-and-stretch break, or you may 

need to rethink whether you’re teaching with passion.) Natural light is good for physical 

health; reminders of the outside world revive the spirit; a “long view” improves physical 

vision by giving the eyes opportunity for regular refocusing; and you or one of the kids 

may well spot a perfect lesson illustration passing by outside. 

 If you lack a “room with a view,” bring a little nature into the classroom: potted 

plants, flowers, a fish tank. Hang nature posters on the walls and rotate them regularly, 

even if your primary subject is algebra. 

 

Know and Love Your Material 
 If you find the subject you’re teaching a bore, can you complain if your students 

sit glazed-eyed? Don’t just study the official teacher materials: look for other sources and 

learn everything you can about your topic. And remember, you don’t have to teach the 

exact same class every year: even with the same textbooks, you always have plenty of 

opportunities to think of new ideas to implement. 

 If you can’t get excited about the “official” curricula, don’t be afraid to research 

elsewhere and write your own material—or to substitute different, more interesting texts. 

School systems vary in how much freedom you will be allowed there; but in any case, 

base your goals for every class on the question: If I knew for a fact that most of these 

students would never read a word of the recommended textbook, how would I teach so 

they could still grasp all the important points? 

 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/environments-for-high-quality-teaching/
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Maximize Opportunities for Student Input 
 The “just sit still and listen” approach is long outdated as a teaching method. Kids 

will stay a lot more interested—and learn a lot more effectively—if given freedom to ask 

questions or share comments as they wish. Of course, you’ll need raise-your-hand-first 

rules and a plan for discouraging pointless chatter: but never make “getting through the 

whole lesson” more important than the students’ needs. (You can get specific ideas by 

Googling “seminar tips for the presenter”: seminar speakers are expert at balancing what 

needs to be covered with what resonates with the audience.) 

 Make kids feel part of the process, and they’ll be eager to learn! 
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EXHIBITING POSITIVE EXPECTATIONS FOR ALL STUDENTS 
 

 Hopefully, most teachers these days know not to greet the siblings of former 

students with, “I hope you’ll be as smart as [or better-behaved than] your sister/brother.” 

But however much we value objectivity and fair treatment, everyone finds certain 

characteristics easy to like or dislike. Picture yourself, on the first day of a new class, 

scanning your students and noticing someone who 

• is wearing a T-shirt that describes your favorite sport as a game for idiots; 

• has the same brown cowlick and lopsided freckle pattern as the bully who made 

your life miserable in fifth grade; or 

• sits with that annoying slouch you associate with your laziest acquaintances. 

  

 Can you put aside negative gut reactions, remember the “innocent until proven 

guilty” principle, and regard every student as an individual worth expecting good 

contributions from? 

 Not all negative reactions to students are the result of personal prejudices. It may 

be something another teacher says to you (“I heard So-and-So will be in your class this 

year: don’t expect anything above D-level work”). It may be annoyance transferred to a 

student with a meddling “helicopter parent.” Or a student may actually seem determined 

to be disliked: constantly picking fights with other kids, talking back, or showing up with 

no completed assignment and a “so what are you gonna do about it?” glare. 

 Effectiveness as a teacher faces its biggest challenge when you find yourself 

struggling to think of anything positive to say—let alone expect—regarding a particular 

student. Yet everyone has some potential, and secretly longs to hear someone in authority 

appreciate it. The child who is hard to like is usually the one who believes herself 

“stupid” or “a troublemaker” precisely because adults have been telling her that, 

explicitly or implicitly, all her life. 

 To help yourself exhibit sincere positive expectations for every student: 

• Practice greeting everyone, regardless of first impression, with a warm smile and 

eye contact. And practice gauging their reactions for clues on how to treat them as 

they’d like to be treated. 

• Be careful not to develop the habit of calling on the same few students all the 

time: give everyone a chance to contribute. If you have a shy soul who seems 

intent on being as invisible as possible—or a would-be comedian who likes to do 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/top-three-characteristics-of-an-effective-teacher-1-exhibits-positive-expectations-for-all-students/
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33 | P a g e  

 

“teacher talking” imitations—don’t pay attention to these “faults,” but watch the 

student for moments of genuine interest and take that opportunity to invite them 

to share their thoughts. 

• Give your full attention to everyone who wants to speak. Listen with patience and 

respect, even when they prove difficult to follow. Affirm whatever you agree with 

or find interesting. 

• Offer sincere compliments on a regular basis—and make sure they’re equally 

distributed. 

• Whenever you have opportunity to talk to a student casually, find out about his 

personal interests. You may get some new ideas to try out in the classroom—and 

then find that student suddenly exceeding the most positive of expectations! 

  



34 | P a g e  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ESTABLISHING GOOD CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT TECHNIQUES 
 

 Some teachers, perhaps reacting against the harshness of the old “sit up and shut 

up” classroom, take a laissez-faire attitude toward student restlessness. While it’s good to 

encourage children to volunteer opinions and ideas, no classroom should be an anarchy. 

Give the kids too much license to do as they please, and you’ll become at best a 

supplement to a rowdy and popularity-dominated mob, with no one really learning much 

of anything. 

 Effective teachers know how to manage a classroom so students have freedom to 

express themselves—without the insecurity of being turned loose with no boundaries. 

The best classroom management techniques involve understood “contracts” between 

teacher and students, where everyone knows the fundamental rules and the consequences 

for violating them. Then a teacher is rarely caught in the uncomfortable position of 

having to quell a scene by making a scene. 

 Details of effective classroom management vary with the classroom, but the 

following principles always apply: 

• Keep the rules few and simple. Leaders who have “a rule for everything” are 

rarely respected—or followed. If the students can’t easily internalize all that’s 

required, chances are they won’t even try. 

• Require everyone to respect everyone else. No classroom can be fully effective if 

bullying—in any open or subtle form—is rewarded with ANY level of toleration. 

• Respect ALL the students yourself. If you ignore, or give a noticeably harder time 

to, any individual, the other kids will either pick up your attitude (making that 

student’s problems worse) or side with the targeted party (creating a faction of 

increasingly unmanageable students). 

• Require everyone to raise a hand, and be acknowledged, before speaking. While 

teaching is usually most effective when anyone is allowed to ask a question at any 

time, don’t allow speaking at will. If you do, what starts as one enthusiastic 

volunteering of opinion will quickly turn into a shouting match with everyone 

(including you) competing helter-skelter to be heard. 

• When someone is full of questions, or asks one that requires a lengthy answer, 

request that he or she meet with you to talk one-on-one, after class or during a 

break. Don’t allow anyone to monopolize the discussion until everyone else’s 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/top-three-characteristics-of-an-effective-teacher-2-establishes-good-classroom-management-techniques/
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eyes glaze over. 

• Reinforce good behavior with positive attention. Don’t gush (and definitely don’t 

get into the habit of having “pets”), but let individual students know when you’re 

proud of them. 

• When someone really acts up, make the consequences swift, sure, and brief. Don’t 

make a big deal of it: that just reinforces the idea that misbehaving is the way to 

get attention. In most cases, a one-sentence warning, followed by a time-out if the 

warning isn’t heeded, is enough. And once the time-out is over, welcome the 

student back without lectures or grudges. 

• Do get to know the kids’ caretakers—not just to have a “higher authority” for 

reporting problems to, but to better understand students’ individual needs and 

concerns. Ideally, allow parents to periodically sit in on classes. They may have 

observations that will make you an even more effective teacher! 
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DESIGNING LESSONS FOR STUDENT MASTERY 
 

 “Mastery learning” is an educational philosophy that relies on not expecting 

students to learn new things before they master less advanced concepts. In one sense, the 

mastery principle has always been an inherent part of education: students are required to 

demonstrate a certain level of knowledge or skill before being admitted to advanced 

classes, promoted to higher grades, or accepted into programs for bachelor’s degrees and 

higher. 

 But in day-to-day learning, teachers have traditionally paid little attention to 

individual levels of mastery. Everyone gets the same lessons, the same homework 

assignments, and the same tests; and no matter how many below-C-level scores turn up 

on those tests, everyone is kept on the same overall schedule for the whole of the term. 

Only exceptional (or exceptionally bad) performance earns a student the right to a class 

more in keeping with his or her abilities—often long after the transfer should have 

happened. 

 Of course, few schools or teachers are capable of designing a completely 

individualized program for every student. But you can design lessons to ensure everyone 

has the best chance to master all needed requirements. 

 

Allow Plenty of Margin in Each Term’s Schedule 
 Often, overenthusiastic teachers cram the schedule with so many lessons that only 

the quickest learners have time to master one concept before being rushed on to another. 

This is a special risk with teachers who are so familiar with the subject personally, they 

forget everyone has a first time for coming to it. You’re less likely to fall into that trap if 

you develop the habit of carefully observing your students, especially typical and slowest 

learning speeds. 

 

Match the Speed at Which New Concepts Are Introduced, to the Slower 
“Mastery Speeds” 
 Then, help the fast learners avoid boredom by providing additional study options 

or offering added responsibilities—without making a big deal about “extra credit.” This 

approach is much more effective than structuring everything to the faster learners’ speed 

and demanding that the others keep up. If you have one student who is so slow a learner 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/top-three-characteristics-of-an-effective-teacher-3-designs-lessons-for-student-mastery/
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as to be left completely in the dust, talk with them and their parents privately: there may 

be other issues that need addressing. 

 

Include Lots of Group Projects in the Curricula 
 And make sure to include a healthy balance of mastery levels in each group, while 

encouraging everyone to find and make his or her best personal contribution. You may 

find that students learn more effectively from their peers than from you! 

 

Encourage Students to Help Each Other in Other Ways 
 Your class probably includes some natural tutors. Rather than emphasize “don’t 

look at anyone else’s work: that’s cheating,” encourage students to share their ideas and 

conclusions. Only assignments that really test individual mastery need be strictly 

individual projects. 

 

Give “Mastery Tests” on a Regular Basis 
 But not tests with the traditional emphasis on “getting the right answers.” Leave 

room for unique ideas and individual approaches to problem-solving. It’s not true 

mastery until the student can personally generate some original elements! 
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SIGNS OF A MOTIVATED LEARNER (AND HOW TO HELP CREATE 
ONE) 
 

 You’ve no doubt heard someone say, “You’ve got to motivate children to learn,” 

in a tone that suggests “motivation” is some esoteric concept. Actually, children are 

motivated by the same feelings that motivate adults. 

 

Freedom from Fear 
 The most basic motivation is the desire to be protected from danger or pain. 

Because a “motivated” person feels safe and confident in general, she willingly attempts 

new ventures that may be uncomfortable in themselves, expecting the result to be worth 

it. 

 When you meet an “unmotivated” learner: Understand that she may fear the 

consequences of failure more than the consequences of not trying. Encourage her to 

visualize her dreams and take beginners’ steps in that direction. Assure her that no matter 

how many setbacks she experiences, you’ll always believe in her. 

 

Passion 
 Motivated learners explore new ground not because they “have” to, but because 

they want to. They genuinely enjoy what they’re learning and instinctively get into the 

flow of the moment. 

 When you meet an “unmotivated” learner: Find out what he really enjoys doing, 

and consider ways to connect his passion to a learning topic: if he loves to draw, let him 

create a map of sixteenth-century England instead of writing an essay. If his initial 

answer to “what do you enjoy?” is passive (“watching television”), he’s probably low on 

self-confidence. Dig deeper (“What TV character would you want to be like?”) to find 

what he’d love to do. 

 

Sense of Relevance 
 The classic objection to academic subjects is, “But I’ll never need to know this!” 

A motivated learner appreciates that learning math will help her become the engineer she 

dreams of being, and that understanding social sciences will make her an engineer who 

can address human concerns about structural fallibility. 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/signs-of-a-motivated-learner-and-how-to-help-create-one/
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 When you meet an “unmotivated” learner: Address deeper concerns of not being 

“smart enough” to understand the topic. Invite a classroom guest speaker who works in 

the learner’s dream job and understands how other subjects tie into that work. 

 

Sense of Individual Purpose 
 No one really lacks motivation if he’s confident in what he was made for. His 

brain automatically connects everything to his sense of purpose, incorporating the 

relevant, discarding the irrelevant, and completing whatever needs doing in a way that 

serves his broader view.  

 When you meet an “unmotivated” learner: Encourage him to verbalize what he’d 

like to see changed in the world, and how he might be a part of that. Don’t add, “... when 

you’re older”; motivated people can do remarkable things at any age. 

 

Sense of Community 
 Every human being wants to feel part of the group and to influence the group. 

Every motivated learner intends to serve the larger world. 

 When you meet an “unmotivated” learner: Find out if anyone, anywhere, is 

somehow making her feel like an outsider. (That person may even be you!) Do whatever 

you can to deal with any such problem; and emphasize that you’re always on her side. 

Encourage your whole class to work together and get to know everyone else: make it 

clear that deliberate excluding will not be tolerated. 

 

 Always remember: the best way to “motivate” somebody is to appreciate him as a 

unique individual. 
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POSITIVE EXPECTATIONS: THE KEY TO TEACHER SUCCESS 
 

 Once where a prophet in the palm shade basked, 

A traveler chanced at noon to rest his mules. 

“What sort of people may they be,” he asked, 

“In this proud city on the plains o’erspread?” 

“Well, friend, what sort of people whence you came?” 

“What sort?” the packman scowled; “why, knaves and fools!” 

“You’ll find the people here the same,” the wise man said. 

            Another stranger in the dusk drew near, 

And pausing, cried, “What sort of people here 

In your bright city where yon towers arise?” 

“Well, friend, what sort of people whence you came?” 

“What sort?” the pilgrim smiled, “Good, true, and wise.” 

“You’ll find the people here the same,” the wise man said. 

            –Edwin Markham 

 

“Whether you think you can, or you think you can’t—you’re right!” 

            –Henry Ford 

 

 Whether you expect the best or the worst, you’ll rarely be disappointed. Unless 

you want to make mediocrity and unhappiness your career goals, you’re well advised to 

practice looking for the positive and to associate with others who think the same way. 

 One word of warning: “positive expectations” does not mean assuming all 

problems will disappear quickly if you apply a little love. Hard work and periodic 

disappointment come with the territory, and being unprepared for that part will only 

cause your great dreams to flip-flop into chronic negative expectations. 

 Here’s what positive expectations really mean: 

 

Expecting the Best from Your Kids 
 It happens to most new teachers: early on, someone will whisper in your ear, 

“You’ve got that kid in your class? Better put on your combat boots.” Or, “Don’t expect 

anyone to learn much in that group.” 

 That’s when you have a decision to make: do you accept warnings at face value, 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/positive-expectations-the-key-to-teacher-success/
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go in expecting the worst—and thus help to bring the worst about? Or do you refuse to 

listen to gossip, and determine to picture every student as having good intentions and 

great potential—and to bring out the best in them by treating them as such? 

 

Expecting the Best from Yourself 
 Of course, you won’t become 100 percent immune to negative thinking or other 

regrettable actions. When you catch yourself in a slip, do you believe in yourself enough 

to pick yourself up and return the next day in confidence of handling things better?  

 Also, are you willing to make any apologies owed—with dignity and without 

groveling? People who do this actually have better expectations of themselves, because 

they know they’re imperfect and it’s not an inexcusable fault. 

 

Expecting the Best from Your Colleagues 
 They’re also part of your professional life: how are your attitudes toward 

administrators and fellow teachers? Think at least ten times before deciding anyone is out 

to get you (even if they are, often you can leave it as their problem), and stay friendly and 

respectful toward everyone. Most people will respond positively if you treat them 

positively. 

 That’s a principle worth applying to the world in general. Smile at the universe 

and trust it will smile back on you! 
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USE THE STUDENT’S NAME 
 

“A person’s name is, to that person, the sweetest, most important sound in any 

language.” 

            –Dale Carnegie 

 

 Calling others by name is among the simplest ways to indicate you value them as 

individuals—yet many people say, “I remember faces but not names” as though it were 

something to brag about. Worse, more than a few people regularly mispronounce names 

or call others by the wrong names altogether. 

 While it may not be reasonable to expect everyone you met in college to identify 

you on sight, there’s no excuse for not learning the names of everyone you see every 

work day—even with seven classes of thirty kids each. 

 

The Art of Remembering Names 
 If your reaction to that is, “No way, I could never master that many names,” the 

first step is to lose that negative attitude. If you think you can’t—you won’t. If you 

believe you can—you can. 

 That’s not to say you must have everyone’s name nailed down by the end of the 

first day. However, if it’s a month into the term and you still can put names only to the 

standouts, make studying the seating charts part of your nightly homework. (Ideally, you 

should automatically do this from the beginning of the term.) 

 Some common techniques for learning names: 

• Draw a picture in your mind that matches the name: a log pile for Wood, an open 

book for Paige, a sparrow for Birdie. If no visual image you can think of directly 

fits a name, try rhyming the name, spelling it backwards, or making other small 

alterations that might better fit an easy word picture. (Be careful, though: people 

do get associations mixed up and address a Forrest Heller as Woody Keller.) 

• If a name is completely foreign to you, or if you have difficulty with the 

pronunciation, practice saying it several times a day until it sticks. 

• When you have a set number of names to memorize, take a list you already know 

by heart—with the same number of items, in any category—and pair each name 

and face with the corresponding item on the more familiar list. 

 

 And since you also want your students to learn each other’s names, play mixer 
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games in class: a classic is to have each student pair his name with an adjective 

(“Marvelous Mary,” “Clever Clyde,” “Sensible Stacy”) and see who can remember the 

longest string of monikers. (This can also give you insight into how kids view 

themselves.) 

 

Calling People by Name 
 And, even if you have to refer regularly to seating charts in the beginning: 

• Make it a rule to call on students by their names, rather than gestures or a “Yes?” 

• Always open a direct exchange by using the student’s name. And use it 

occasionally during the course of the exchange—but not so often it sounds forced. 

• Find out if anyone would prefer to be called by a nickname or middle name (but 

never initiate such usage spontaneously). Do this (and resolve any pronunciation 

questions) early, before the wrong version gets fixed in your brain. Kids with 

unusual names, especially, will be forever grateful! 
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HOW TO CLOSE THE STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT GAP: BE 
INNOVATIVE IN PLANNING AND CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT 
 

 Most schools—especially in areas of high ethnic and economic diversity—have 

concerns over “student achievement gaps,” academic-success differences related to 

demographics. And most achievement gaps are abetted by the idea that there’s one right 

way to learn and that students who struggle are just naturally “slow.” Once the “slow” 

label is applied, all problems can be blamed on the kid’s bad luck in being born with low 

potential, and you don’t have to waste extra consideration on someone who has no hope 

of amounting to much anyway. 

 It’s a very convenient approach for teachers—if you don’t mind never amounting 

to much yourself. If you’d rather be an exceptional teacher, you’d better put a little more 

innovation into planning and managing classes. 

 

Secrets of Innovative Planning 
• Be prepared to make allowances for language and cultural difficulties: 

achievement gaps rooted in narrow-mindedness are worst in “mixed” classes. 

Sometimes, kids who seem to speak good English struggle the hardest, because 

they know all the words but haven’t learned the nuances—and teachers are less 

patient with them than with the obvious beginners. 

• Learn about the traditions and worldviews of all ethnic groups. Try to personally 

observe schools with different demographics. Practice seeing things from 

different points of view. 

• Focus on priorities and values. A common problem in any vocation is losing 

passion due to fear of “hurting my chances for advancement,” and consequent 

reluctance to try unproven ideas. To paraphrase the famous “aim at heaven and 

you will get earth thrown in” quote from C. S. Lewis: stick to your values and 

career success will find you; think only of career success, and you’ll likely have a 

mediocre career and lose your values along the way. 

• Have a daily routine, but leave room for planned and unplanned surprises. 

Everyone needs the security of the expected mixed with the learning opportunities 

of the unexpected. 

• Make up your mind to be flexible and solicit regular student input. Even small 
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children have ideas to make classrooms more effective. 

• Beware of working-late syndrome. It may seem like dedication, but more often 

it’s a sign of insecurity and procrastination. If you struggle with “never finished” 

feelings, ask a friend to help you set and stick to priorities. 

 

Secrets of Exceptional Classroom Management 
• Keep rules few but firm. Trying to dictate every contingency only encourages 

students to regard all rules as arbitrary. Choose no more than six “inviolables,” 

then begin each new term by introducing those rules and inviting class discussion 

about whether anything should be added. 

• Be consistent in enforcing the rules! This doesn’t mean you should refuse to hear 

anyone’s side of the story—but insist on consequences in all but the most 

unarguable extenuating circumstances. If you regularly ignore or dismiss 

violations, students will lose respect for the rules and for you. 

• Get to know your students as individuals. This applies double to anyone who 

comes in labeled as slow, difficult, or even “angelic.” They need to see 

themselves as multifaceted people with much to offer the group. 

• Schedule regular breaks to release pent-up energy. In addition to stand-up-and-

stretch breaks, consider “daydreaming” breaks and “mingle and chatter” breaks. 

• Keep the classroom uncluttered. Give everyone room to move about and maintain 

a clear view of everyone else. (It’s surprising how often good physical vistas lead 

to improved inner vision!) 
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HOW TO CLOSE THE STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT GAP: DEVELOP 
YOUR CRITICAL-THINKING AND PROBLEM-SOLVING SKILLS 
 

 Since student achievement gaps—school or classroom situations where certain 

groups of students struggle much more than others—involve a variety of social and 

psychological issues, no outside advice (including mine) can cover every point unique to 

your classroom. There will be times you have to work out your own approaches from 

scratch. 

 You’ll be best prepared for these times—and best equipped to help students 

develop their own skills for overcoming opportunity gaps—if you understand critical-

thinking and problem-solving skills. 

 

The Art of Critical Thinking 
 You can probably guess that “critical thinking” does not mean skill in blame-

casting. Quite the opposite, it starts with learning to look at your own thinking with a 

critical eye, setting aside assumptions and snap judgments so you can see all facets of a 

situation (including others’ points of view) with an open mind. 

 Effective critical thinking is the first step in pinpointing the roots of a problem 

and seeing options for remedying it. Key skills include: 

• Humility—willingness to admit that what you “know” may not be so, and that 

there’s no shame in changing your mind 

• Risk-taking—willingness to experiment with new approaches and learn by 

“failure” when necessary 

• Empathy—ability to see another’s point of view and work toward win-win 

solutions; also, the ability to “read” others for their unspoken points of concern 

• Analysis—ability to collect information and to evaluate a situation from all sides 

• Creativity and innovation—ability to conceive of and experiment with different 

ways of doing things 

 

How to Solve a Problem 
 Of course, understanding a situation is only the first step. More than one problem 

has remained unsolved because a committee of obsessive thinkers got stuck in an analysis 

loop. 

 One proven technique for moving from critical thinking to problem-solving action 
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(as outlined by Dale Carnegie in the classic self-help book How to Stop Worrying and 

Start Living) is to write down brief answers to four questions: 

• What is the real problem involved here? 

• What is the actual cause of the problem? 

• What are all possible solutions? 

• Which solution will we implement? 

 

 Make sure to put it in writing and answer all the questions. Usually, the best 

solution will make itself clear this way—then, schedule it and do it! 

 A few more hints for problem-solving: 

• Let everyone feel part of the solution. Seek input from the students and show 

respect for all ideas, even those that don’t make it into the chosen solution. Give 

everyone a role in implementing the remedy. 

• Don’t try to analyze and solve the problem in one sitting. It usually takes two or 

three sittings—at least 24 hours apart—to ensure you see the answers clearly. 

• Accept that your chosen solution may not always “work” exactly as you’d hoped. 

If the problem remains after a fair trial period, repeat the above steps, making use 

of all you’ve learned from the first attempt. 

 

 Believe in yourself and your students. Persistence will find a way! 
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DEEPER LEARNING 
 

 “Deeper learning” is defined as “the process of learning for transfer”—the sort of 

learning that never needs to ask, “What good will this do me in real life?” A student who 

masters deeper learning can grasp intuitively how human psychology helps an architect 

design structures that people place confidence in, or how an understanding of 

mathematics benefits the naturalist in tracking population trends among animal species. 

 Many educators classify practical knowledge by three categories: 

• Cognitive—an ability to understand and analyze problems and to find solutions. 

• Intrapersonal—an understanding of how information applies to oneself as an 

individual, and how to manage oneself to make the best use of it. 

• Interpersonal—the ability to communicate ideas to others and function as a fully 

productive member of a team. 

 

 Deeper learning means that students come out competent in all three categories. 

 Much of traditional “rote learning” (which regards the smartest student as the one 

who memorizes the most facts and formulas) is actually shallow learning: the kids learn 

enough to get high scores on standardized tests, but they never learn to care about 

anything beyond high grades, or to consider how the material might be useful someday in 

helping them do anything worthwhile. 

 If you’re a teacher wanting to deepen your students’ learning, put the following 

hints to use: 

• Before the term begins, write out deep-learning goals based on the prescribed 

material. Share those goals with your students on the first day of class. 

• Plan a variety of active tasks and projects throughout the term: give the kids more 

to think about than taking notes, reading textbooks, and writing essays. 

• Always encourage free participation and exchange of ideas—even invite students 

to openly disagree with you. Remember, your real goal is to get them into the 

habit of thinking and making connections on their own. 

• Provide detailed feedback on whatever your students complete. And encourage 

them to personally generate ideas on how they might do better next time. 

• Remember that “provide feedback” applies to the “smart” students as well—

perhaps especially to them. Traditionally, the kid who got all the right answers 

was simply congratulated, as though he or she had reached the final peak of 

competence. Far better to encourage them to build on their success and reach even 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/deeper-learning/
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greater heights of knowledge and application. 

• Whatever your official classroom focus, take time to talk about self-appreciation, 

individual goals, working as a team, and contributing to the world beyond. For a 

long time, schools have focused almost entirely on the cognitive aspects of 

learning, leaving the teaching of intrapersonal and interpersonal skills to homes 

and religious organizations. Even if these skills are well reinforced by other adult 

influencers (and too often they aren’t), impressionable young minds can never 

hear too much of the fact that all three categories are important in every area of 

life. 

• Stay a deep learner yourself! Think regularly about how you can apply new 

information, gathered outside and inside the classroom, in coaching kids toward 

becoming their best unique selves. 
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BENEFITS OF STUDENT-LED LEARNING 
 

 Traditional classrooms center on teacher-led learning: the teacher sets all goals, 

plans all lessons, and generally runs a tight ship. Advocates of this approach, if it 

ever occurs to them there might be any alternative, say teacher-led classes are 

more orderly and keep the learning focused on well-considered goals and purposes.   

 Of course, if the only other option is letting students do exactly as they please, the 

teacher-led approach makes sense. However, true student-led learning—despite images 

the term may evoke when first heard—doesn’t mean giving the kids blanket permission 

to take over. It simply means keeping things flexible enough to meet individual student 

needs, including the needs to take initiative and have a voice. (Because of the potential 

confusion, many educators prefer to call this approach “student-centered learning” or 

“learner-centered education.”) 

 There are reasons to believe that student-led learning is actually more effective: 

• By reducing the risk of students being labeled “bad at schoolwork” or “not too 

smart” or even “gifted,” student-led learning helps kids understand that 

“potential” is not reserved for a chosen few. (Anyone who has tried to motivate a 

teenager who considers him- or herself “dumb,” or even worked with the “smart” 

kid who has an inferiority complex over not always getting 100 percent, should 

easily see the problems with judging by academic achievement.) 

• Student-led learning gives kids permission to make mistakes and to “try, try 

again,” which leads to greater achievements than attempting only what promises 

quick success. 

• Student-led learning encourages children to think for themselves, rather than 

simply following instructions, from an early age. 

• Student-led learning provides for a broader range of skill development and 

learning styles than do academic approaches which impose a narrow list 

of predetermined priorities. 

• Student-led learning makes the classroom less of an “institution” and more of a 

community, encouraging all-around mutual support rather than competition and 

bullying. 

• Student-led learning makes kids partners in their own education, which translates 

to higher levels of cooperation and interest. When kids who once came to school 

because “grownups say I have to” start showing up eager for more, you’re seeing 

one major benefit of student-led learning. 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/benefits-of-student-led-learning/
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Ideas for Making Your Classroom More “Student-Led” 
• Let it be known that anyone can ask a question at any time, and that there’s no 

such thing as a dumb question. 

• When you catch shyer students looking interested, encourage them to share their 

thoughts. 

• Whenever possible, assign “write out/work out your answer” questions instead of 

multiple choice. Even with math problems, avoid pushing “the way to solve 

it”: give kids a chance to find their own paths to the solution. 

• Provide kids with plenty of opportunities to design their own learning 

projects and to work on these in class. 

• Provide opportunities to work as teams and contribute to the classroom as a 

whole. 

• Tolerate no subtle belittling of any student—from classmates or from yourself. 

• If someone is having real difficulty, ask him or her privately if anything else is 

wrong—you might catch a medical or personal problem before it escalates into 

tragedy. (Remember, a key point of student-led learning is meeting the 

full spectrum of student needs.) 
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EFFECTIVE TEACHERS ARE PREPARED, PASSIONATE, AND 
PERSEVERING 

 

 The classic “3 R’s” are essential skills not only in school, but in life. Where 

would we be without the ability to Read street signs, wRite text messages, or use 

aRithmetic to balance our bank accounts? 

 Still, the 3 R’s are only moderately effective without help from the “3 P’s”: 

Preparation, Passion, and Perseverance. 

 

Preparation 
 The old joke, “What’s the least you have to know to train a dog? ... More than the 

dog,” applies also to teaching people. Obviously, you can’t explain something you don’t 

know yourself—and as many parents have learned the hard way, having taught what you 

think you know can get embarrassing once a pupil finds the real experts’ websites. Don’t 

let your own advance reading and research stop with the “official” teacher’s guide. 

 Besides knowing your subject, be prepared to present it in an interesting format 

and a way that can be grasped by those who don’t know it. When something is obvious to 

you, it’s easy to forget that someone else’s failure to “get it” isn’t a sign of stupidity. 

Remember, the material was once new to you as well. Understand what kids have—and 

haven’t—learned already, and arrange lessons to meet them where they are. 

 

Passion 
 Being overly familiar with your own material also carries the risk you’ll become 

bored with it—and bored teachers mean unenthusiastic learners. To stay as enthusiastic 

about a subject as you want your kids to be, stay a learner yourself. Subscribe to 

newsletters, join groups, or find other interesting ways to keep up with developments in 

the field. (Even with something as mundane as shoe-tying, consider looking up the 

history of footwear or learning how to tie other knots.) 

 Also, let yourself share kids’ joy in, and celebration of, their new 

accomplishments.  

 

Perseverance 
 Occasionally, you’ll find that a child just can’t seem to grasp a certain skill, no 
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matter how many times you explain it. Although it’s tempting and seemingly more 

efficient to pronounce the situation hopeless, that teaches kids to see themselves as 

incompetent, and hard work as a waste of time. 

 On the other hand, there’s a point when explaining something one more time—in 

exactly the same way—becomes the insanity of doing the same thing and expecting 

different results. Since another definition of insanity is seeing your way as the only way, 

present the material from a different angle. Consider the child’s learning style: would 

they rather have things written down, presented verbally, or demonstrated by walk-

through methods? If you still seem to be getting nowhere, consider whether the child’s 

vision, hearing, or natural learning approach may need professional evaluation. 

 Whether you’re the parent of one child or a teacher of six high school classes, 

every learner deserves individual respect. Commit yourself to helping them learn, first 

and foremost, how to become their most effective selves. 
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COLLABORATIVE LEARNING 
 

 Collaborative learning might also be called “small-group learning” or “team 

learning,” as it involves placing students in groups of two to five individuals pooling their 

skills. While the concept is widely employed in labs and special projects, few 

schools make maximum use of its potential.  

  

Collaborative Learning Helps Students Get to Know Each Other 
 “Group projects” often have a bad reputation because they leave the “who’s in our 

group” choice either entirely to the students (reinforcing cliques) or entirely to the teacher 

(leaving students feeling they were “forced into” working with unwanted partners). 

Encourage groups to blend and/or alternate “close acquaintance” and “casual 

acquaintance” partners—or, simply randomize the groups by counting off or drawing 

names. However exactly teams are formed, an effective teacher encourages every student 

to contribute to their fullest, and to see everyone else as someone worth working with, 

someone who has valuable contributions to make, and someone who deserves to be 

respected as a unique individual. When employed in this fashion, collaborative learning is 

an excellent defense against the popularity contests and bullying that dominate too many 

classrooms.  

  

Collaborative Learning Creates a Cooperation-Focused Classroom 
 Another toxic attitude dominating many classrooms is obsessive 

competitiveness—the idea that what counts is “beating” other students to the top grade in 

the class, or “beating the system” to get a high grade at any cost. Collaborative learning, 

by shifting the focus to cooperation and what everyone can contribute, places the 

emphasis back on learning for its own sake. It reinforces the values of listening and 

critical thinking, as opposed to just studying and memorizing (and feeling free to forget 

once the test is passed). And it slows the pace a bit, encouraging students to listen and 

consider rather than tear through to the finish.   

  

Collaborative Learning Prepares Students for Successful Futures 
 Finally, by learning to learn from others in the course of solving a problem, 

students develop their relationship skills. By listening to others’ points of view, they 
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develop their critical thinking skills. And by sharing ideas with the group, they develop 

their ability to put thoughts into words. All of which is invaluable for future effectiveness 

in the larger world.  

 At Shady Oak, we emphasize collaborative learning because it models the 

essential life skills of teamwork, self-respect, and respect for others.  
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FAMILY INVOLVEMENT 
 

 The idea of encouraging parents to get involved at your school may make you 

shudder if your experience is limited to fending off “helicopter parents.” But family 

involvement has a number of advantages: 

• It gives insight into how issues at home may be affecting a child’s performance at 

• school—and vice versa. 

• It gives schools access to parental memories of a variety of schools—and a 

variety of ideas. 

• It helps parents and teachers coordinate approaches to help children achieve their 

• potential. 

• It keeps students aware that parents’ interest in school goes beyond report cards—

and that teachers are interested in students as individual people. 

 

 Here are a few hints for teachers who want to encourage parents to get involved: 

 

Think About People, Not Procedures 
 In other words, don’t go into parent–teacher conferences with an attitude of, “Our 

way of doing education is the right way, and I’m here to make sure these people know 

that.” “These people” presumably have more experience with their children’s 

temperaments and interests than you do, so listen to parents as much as you talk to them. 

Understand that they have personal concerns for their children’s and family’s well-being. 

Consider their point of view at all times. 

 

Look for Common Ground 
 Rather than focusing on points of disagreement, pinpoint shared goals: 

maximizing children’s well-being and self-respect, helping everyone in every classroom 

acquire useful knowledge, running an efficient classroom without making anyone feel 

alienated. Remember that you, the parents, and the children are all on the same team 

working to achieve those goals. 
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Treat Children as Well as Parents With Respect 
 This means both to their faces and behind their backs. And if parent or child 

complains to you about the other, don’t take sides: ask, “Have you discussed that with 

them? How might you help them understand how you feel?” 

 

In Case of Real Problems 
 Occasionally, you may run up against a parent who refuses to listen to reason, 

who is all high-volume demands, who takes their kid’s side no matter what. Or you may 

have cause to suspect the parent is using drugs or abusing the child. 

 Report suspicions of genuine abuse to the proper authorities. With parents who 

are merely being unreasonable and obnoxious, your best bet is to remain calm until they 

run out of steam, and, if that doesn’t work, dismiss them firmly but not angrily. Above 

all, don’t let the occasional jerk ruin your cooperative attitude. Most parents are on your 

side, willing to work with the school to ensure the best for their children and others. 

 

 At Shady Oak, we emphasize family involvement because it helps parents 

understand the school’s goals and improves the all-around effectiveness of children’s 

education. 
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GOAL SETTING FOR CLASSROOMS 
 

 Everyone knows that effective goal setting is a major key to success. Many 

teachers, however—even if they’ve personally raised half a dozen kids and witnessed the 

initiative and determination that go into learning to turn over, walk, talk, use the toilet, 

and dress oneself—are under the misconception that small children aren’t mature enough 

to understand the concept of goals. 

 Of course, early-elementary kids may not yet be able to spell SMART, let alone 

grasp it as an acronym for the goal criteria Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Relevant, 

and Time-sensitive. But anyone can understand the principle of deciding what they want 

to do and planning ways to do it. 

 If you’re a teacher, you can implement goal setting into your curricula. Here’s one 

way to get started: at the beginning of the school year and periodically throughout, give 

the class a set-your-own-goals assignment. How many goals and how long-term depends 

on your individual class, but the basics of the assignment are: 

• Write down one or two things you would like to accomplish by the end of the 

week/month/school year. Goals should be challenging but not impossible, and 

should be personally meaningful to the goal-setter. They don’t all have to be 

academic goals: it’s fine to choose something pertaining to extracurricular 

activities or home life. 

• Make a list of things you’ll need to do (practice an activity, find supplies, put 

together one section every week) to reach those goals. Be as specific as possible 

(not just “practice every day,” but “practice the full piece three times right after 

supper every day”). 

• Tell at least one other person what you’re doing, and ask them to check up on 

you. 

• Report on progress as needed, and on results at the end of the week/month/school 

year. 

 

 This can be modified for children with limited writing skills, letting them use 

keywords or pictures to represent goals and steps. 

 Don’t grade this assignment: just review it and offer suggestions for clarifying 

and modifying individual goals. Don’t, however, be too quick to label anything “overly 

ambitious”—instead, make sure everyone understands it’s okay not to actually reach 
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every goal on schedule, as long as you learn something and make progress. Better to aim 

at too high a star and land on the moon, than to stop at the top of a small hill simply 

because that was the best you thought you could do. 

 At Shady Oak, we emphasize goal setting because it is a proven means of 

encouraging students to accomplish more and learn to think for themselves.  
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12 LIFE HACKS FOR TEACHERS ON SUMMER BREAK 
 

 When you’re a teacher, acquaintances in other professions envy you because, like 

your students, you get a long “vacation” every summer. On the other hand, most of it 

isn’t paid vacation—and, like your students, you probably face the risk of “summer brain 

drain” eroding key skills from lack of use. 

 Fortunately, there are easy ways to keep your teaching and learning skills sharp: 

 

1. Get a Summer Job 
 Many teachers do this anyway, for purely economic reasons. But the benefits 

needn’t stop at putting more income in your household budget. Look for something in a 

field relevant to your teaching work: daycare; libraries; YMCAs; amusement centers or 

coffee shops with customers your students’ ages; restaurant cooking if you teach home 

economics, or a research lab if you’re a science teacher.  

 

2. Read Good Books 
 Not just mindless “summer reading” entertainment, but books (fiction and 

nonfiction) that make you think. Also read books that are popular with kids your 

students’ ages, to better understand how they think. 

 

3. Subscribe to E-Newsletters 
 Look for options covering education- and child-relevant topics, also your 

particular teaching specialties.  

 

4. Visit a Museum 
 Even small towns have specialty museums. Take notes on interesting facts you 

can use in future teaching. 

 

5. Get to Know a Few Animals 
 Contact with other species builds empathy for human variety and a greater 

understanding of the whole world. If you don’t have a pet, this might be a good time to 

adopt one (most animal shelters get a flood of puppies and kittens every summer). Other 
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options: join dog-walking neighbors on their morning strolls, take up bird watching, plant 

a wildlife garden, visit your local zoo weekly.  

  

6. Spend Time with Your Friends 
 You may lose contact with your work peer group over the summer. To keep up 

your people skills, strike up a conversation with neighbors, or call an old friend and 

suggest meeting for coffee.  

 

7. Take a Vacation 
 If your old friend lives in another state, consider planning a visit. Or spend a few 

days at a state park or bed-and-breakfast. To provide even more sights and learning 

opportunities (and to slow life’s hectic pace), travel by car.  

 

8. Make Something 
 From cooking a new recipe to building a new patio, creative projects sharpen 

intelligence and strengthen self-confidence.  

 

9. Solve a Puzzle 
 Buy a book of crosswords or word-searches; they’re great for filling down time 

while keeping your mind sharp.  

 

10. Stay Healthy 
 Healthy bodies help brains stay effective and uncluttered. Eat good food, get your 

daily exercise, and don’t stay up late every night.  

 

11. Help Kids Avoid Brain Drain 
 Invite your own children—or neighborhood children your students’ ages—to join 

you in any of the above.  

 

12. Go Slow 
 Finally, don’t let your summer turn into a pile of hard work and to-do lists! 

Protecting your brain from atrophy won’t do much good if you instead wear it out with 

overuse. Take time to relax and “do nothing” without feeling guilty. Your next class of 

students wants a reasonably easygoing teacher! 
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STUDENT-LED EVENTS 
 

 Letting the student body organize and run all-school special events teaches 

responsibility and brings everyone together in an atmosphere of camaraderie. Here’s an 

example from my own school, Shady Oak: 

 Every other month or so, we hold a “Friday Feast”: a group comprising students 

from multiple grades prepares a meal for the entire school, taking full responsibility for 

menu planning, cooking, serving, and cleanup. Besides providing extra fun time and 

helping students learn the basic life skills of cooking and nutrition, these events are full of 

opportunities to practice dining etiquette and socialization. Plus, cooking provides built-

in lessons in math (measuring and portioning), language (reading recipes), health 

(planning nutritious and balanced menus), and social studies (exploring recipes from a 

variety of time periods and cultures). 

 If you want to start a “feast” program at your own school, following these 

guidelines will help things run smoothly: 

• Be aware that some large-scale food-serving events require permission from 

official health departments. Check local laws first. 

• Questions may surface over whether cooks and servers should be chosen on an 

all-volunteer basis. While it’s not a good idea to “conscript” kids at random (if 

they aren’t particularly interested, feeling forced can only leave them resenting 

the “extra work”), you do want a mix of ages, backgrounds, and genders—and if 

this will be a recurring event, you don’t want the same group in the kitchen every 

time. Before calling for volunteers, warm the students up by having individual 

teachers talk up the joys of cooking—and give gentle encouragement to 

promising participants. 

• Ask kids to share their families’ favorite recipes. Then hold an all-school vote to 

choose the “feast” salad, main course, sides, and dessert. 

• Once the cooking-and-serving “staff” is chosen, be careful a select few don’t get 

all the “fun” tasks while the others are stuck with cleanup. See that everyone has a 

chance to participate in some aspect of food preparation, and that everyone stays 

involved from beginning to end. 

• In the weeks leading up to the feast, have each classroom incorporate basic 

instruction on table manners into its lessons—there will always be kids who know 

little beyond eating straight out of the refrigerator. Don’t, however, get overly 
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strict about one exact way to handle every detail. Many students may come from 

households where things are done differently from classic American table 

manners, yet can hardly be called offensive to other diners. Encourage discussion, 

and emphasize respect for all. 

• Decide in advance when and where the “kitchen staff” will eat. If possible, do 

things in classic family-dining/dinner party fashion—let the “staff” cook 

beforehand, save the cleanup for afterwards, and enjoy the main meal and 

conversation alongside everyone else. 

 

 You can adapt the above ideas to a student-led talent show, picnic, game day, or 

any special event of your choosing. Have fun!  
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STUDENT VOTING 
 

 Allowing students to ask questions—and even question the teacher—is a vital part 

of effective education. It’s even better when the concept is taken to its highest level, 

providing students with regular opportunities to contribute input toward the 

administration of the larger class—or the whole school. 

 If providing for “student voice” on that level brings on nightmare visions of a 

school run by the students, where homework is banned and kids are free to run through 

the halls and cut class at will—relax. Opening the door for students to express opinions 

and even vote on school policies is simply a way of introducing them to greater 

responsibility and helping them feel respected, which ultimately improves both their 

cooperation and their learning abilities. 

 

Reasons to Allow Student Voting 
• Young minds are great sources of original and innovative ideas. Notwithstanding 

the advantages of experience, those with multiple years in a field have a tendency 

to get set in “we’ve always done it that way” thinking, blinding themselves to 

possible better ways of doing things. 

• Getting kids involved gives them an opportunity to learn how schools really work 

and what the goals of education are. Students who regard their schools’ 

assignments and rules as completely arbitrary, with explanations limited to 

“because we said so,” tend to go through the motions grudgingly rather than 

develop any real interest in learning. 

• When students, teachers, and administrators share opinions freely, they develop 

greater respect for each other (and get to know each other as individuals), building 

an overall atmosphere of cooperation. 

• When people feel their opinions have been genuinely heard and considered, they 

like the “higher-ups” better and become more interested in pleasing them. Young 

children, especially, often feel that adults treat them like brainless incompetents to 

be humored or patronized; getting actual respect from adult authorities is 

incredibly disarming. 

• Kids are more naturally responsible than we give them credit for. The idea that all 

they care about is instant gratification often grows because their freedom and 

sense of control are restricted in every other aspect of life. When invited to make 

important decisions in a context of active planning and goal-setting, they tend to 
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set standards for themselves even higher than their teachers would. 

 At Shady Oak, we emphasize student voting because it gives children a chance to 

learn responsibility and to be a real help in effectively running the school. 

  



66 | P a g e  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

GENIUS HOUR/AFTERNOON 
 

 “Genius Hour” is a common term for school periods where each student chooses a 

topic he or she wishes to learn more about—from bullying to X-rays—and is set free to 

research that topic and design a related project. (The concept exists in the corporate world 

as well, the best-known example being Google’s policy of allowing employees to spend 

up to 20 percent of their work hours developing original ideas.) Genius Hour is more 

structured than the traditional “free period,” requiring focus on specific topics, 

parameters, and ends. A student whose preferred topic is “pets,” for instance, might 

create a campaign to spread awareness of affordable vet care.  

 My own school, Shady Oak, expands Genius Hours into Genius Afternoons. You 

could also plan a Genius Morning, Genius Wednesday, or Genius Week. Whatever 

time slot you prefer, the benefits include:  

• Everyone gets practice in taking initiative and thinking outside the box.  

• Kids learn more about themselves and what they can do as unique individuals.  

• Students’ self-esteem benefits from having their interests—no matter how 

atypical—treated as worthy of time and attention. 

• Someone, and probably several someones, is bound to come up with a project that 

will grow to benefit the larger school and community.  

 

 If Genius Hour is new to your classroom, here are a few hints for helping it run 

smoothly:  

• Start small, with a literal hour or half hour. If you try a full day on the first go, the 

kids may freeze up at the perceived gigantism of the whole thing.  

• Before starting, have everyone create a two-to-three-sentence outline describing 

what they’re interested in and what they want to learn or accomplish. Review 

these personally if you like, but don’t veto any ideas. (If anything looks 

potentially dangerous or against school rules, state so briefly and then let the 

student take responsibility for the necessary tweaks.) 

• If some kids are stuck for ideas, suggest they start by “free-writing” about what 

they like to do during leisure time.  

• Allow time for cleaning up and putting away.  

• When Genius Hours are regular and focused on ongoing projects, schedule 

periodic “share days” where students can discuss their projects and progress. 

Emphasize encouraging each other and avoiding free advice (questions are fine).  
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• If possible, avoid grading (read: judging) any project. Enthusiasm and developing 

knowledge should be the only criteria for “success.”  

  

 A Genius Hour builds self-esteem, encourages kids to become their best selves, 

and generates ideas that benefit the larger community. Try it and see! 
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5 WAYS TO LEAD PRODUCTIVE CLASSROOM DISCUSSIONS 
 

 A good classroom is similar to a good professional office: despite its well-

established hierarchy, a key to its success is giving everyone a chance to contribute ideas 

and express opinions. If you’re a teacher wanting to ensure that everyone gets the most 

from classroom discussions—whether  focused on a chapter in a textbook or possible 

remedies to a social problem—here are a few tips to maximize participation and 

effectiveness. 

 

1. Let the Students Do Most of the Talking 
 Your role is to: 

• Introduce the main topic 

• Ask new starter questions if the discussion flags 

• Encourage students to consider other options if a discussion seems too one-sided 

• Let everyone know when it’s time to wrap up the discussion 

 

 Since you probably do the most total talking in the classroom as it is, you should 

refrain from doing more talking than strictly necessary during whole-class discussions. 

 

2. Be Very Careful About Passing Judgment on Anyone’s Opinion 
 Even if someone makes a bigoted or ignorant comment, a sharp reprimand will 

make that student and everyone else uneasy about further speaking their minds. Instead, 

gently encourage the “offender” to look at things from a different angle: “What have you 

seen that encourages you to believe that?” (Not, “Where did you get that idea?” which is 

condescending.) “Can you think of any exceptions? How would you feel if you were this 

other person?” 

 

3. Insist That Participants Respect Each Other 
 Lay out the rules the first time you introduce class discussions: No belittling 

anyone else’s opinion. No loaded language. No interrupting. If you disagree with 

someone, say so only after restating their position as you heard it—and then pausing so 

they can clarify if needed. 
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4. Encourage Everyone to Participate 
 Often, a handful of vocal students wind up dominating a discussion, while the 

shyer ones simply sit and listen. Don’t let this happen in your classroom: often, the 

softest-spoken people have the best ideas. Watch for “I’m interested” or “I disagree” 

body-language signals, and when you see them, take the hint to ask, “And what do you 

think, Shawn?” 

 

5. As Class Leader, Be Prepared to Intervene if a Discussion Starts to Get 
out of Hand 

 As mentioned under point 1, the teacher’s role in classroom discussions is 

normally limited to keeping things flowing and on schedule. However, there are times 

when it may prove necessary to interrupt: 

• A discussion has reached the agree-to-disagree point, but people are still 

reiterating the same arguments over and over. What you can say: “I think we’ve 

covered that point thoroughly. Does anyone have any different ideas?” 

• One person is talking on and on and not giving anyone else a chance to say 

anything. What you can say: “Thank you, Joan. What do the rest of you think?” 

• Someone is starting to get visibly upset. What you can say: “Are you all right, 

Adrian?” If they don’t want to state the problem right there, steer the conversation 

in a different direction and make a point of asking them again later, in private. 

 

 Robert Quillen said, “Discussion is an exchange of knowledge, an argument an 

exchange of ignorance.” As teacher, it’s your job to give students every opportunity to 

embrace discussion and avoid argument. 
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10 WAYS TO KEEP PREJUDICE OUT OF YOUR CLASSROOM 
 

 Schoolchildren bring their own learned ideas into class. What does a teacher do 

when someone: 

• states a bigoted opinion as fact; 

• snubs a classmate for being “different”; 

• accuses you of being prejudiced? 

 

 For that matter, how do you defuse more subtle prejudices in students and in 

yourself? 

 

1. Ask Yourself Honestly: Is There Any Type of Person I Dislike? 
 If so, you’ll need to make extra effort to understand students who represent that 

“type.” Besides more obvious differences, “types” can include any number of personality 

and physical traits: things that remind you of someone with whom you had a bad 

experience—or of something you dislike in yourself—frequently generate prejudices. 

 

2. Maintain a Zero-Tolerance Policy Toward Bullying 
 Never allow anyone to deliberately inflict any form of pain on anyone else. 

 

3. Understand The Difference Between Real Prejudice And Agreeing to Disagree 
 Give everyone a fair chance to be heard, and never let anyone be humiliated for a 

minority opinion; but remember you can’t please everyone every time. Sometimes 

“You’re just prejudiced” is psychological-warfare language for “I just want my own 

way.” 

 

4. Respect Established Ethical and Spiritual Viewpoints 
 Majority (or traditional-majority) groups can be victims of prejudice too. 

Assuming they aren’t actively denigrating others, don’t force anyone to go against their 

own religion or family tradition. 

 

5. Avoid Loaded Language 
 One generation’s innocuous term is often another generation’s bigoted slur. Stay 
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abreast of terms currently preferred by the groups most affected. 

 

6. Notice Body Language Indicating Hurt Feelings 
 If someone reacts to your, or a classmate’s, remark by: 

• looking down or turning away; 

• visibly tensing; 

• showing a frown or suppressed frown; 

• becoming suddenly quiet; 

… an emotional button has likely been pushed. Without making anyone overly 

conspicuous, try to find out what’s wrong. If you owe an apology, make it prompt and 

sincere. 

 

7. Be Careful What You Compliment Students For 
 Compliments can reinforce prejudice by habitually favoring one type of skill or 

behavior. Beware especially of giving different types of compliments to different types of 

students. If, for example, girls are complimented on “looking great today” and boys on 

“being smart,” students get the message that beauty and brains (or at least any benefits 

derived from them) depend on gender. 

 

8. Discourage Cliques 
 Help students get to know each other as individuals. If learning groups habitually 

sort themselves by established friends, consider drawing names for more random mixing. 

 

9. Expose Students to a Variety of Literature and Images 
 At the very least, know what groups are represented in your current class(es), and 

bring in books/videos/slideshows prominently featuring those groups. 

 

10. Be Patient and Understanding 
 Don’t be harsh with young children who are only repeating what they’ve always 

heard. Ask questions to bring out the illogic behind prejudices: “What evidence do you 

have that x group is like that? Can anyone think of exceptions?” 

 

 And no matter how much you disagree with an opinion, hear it out with an open 

mind. Sometimes, what you thought was a prejudice exposes a prejudice you weren’t 

aware you had! 
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A TEACHER’S GUIDE TO DEALING WITH DEFENSIVE PARENTS 
 

 A teacher’s worse nightmare isn’t always a problem student: it’s often a problem 

parent. Sooner or later, you’re likely to meet some version of the father who threatened to 

sue over a 99 percent score versus 100 percent. Or some version of the mother who 

insisted regarding her “very sensitive child”: “Never discipline him directly; he’d be 

traumatized for life. Just scold the kid in the next seat, and Joey will be frightened 

enough!” 

 Even aside from such extreme situations, most parents hear only the child’s side 

of the story and react accordingly. While the parent may do nothing more than actively 

commiserate with complaints, the kid will return to school all the more convinced it’s 

your fault. 

 A key rule for discouraging kids from complaining behind your back: 

 

Let Everyone Have Their Say in Class 
 Even the youngest schoolchildren have their human dignity. If you tolerate no 

interruptions and no dissenting opinions, of course they’ll air those opinions—complete 

with details of your unreasonableness—to more sympathetic ears at home. Give students 

the chance to share insights, to interject different viewpoints, even to disagree with you. 

And take the trouble to hear what they say: you may well learn something yourself. 

 

 It would be nice if respecting the kids were all it took to head off problems with 

parents, but chances are you’ll still face the day when someone calls demanding to talk to 

you about a misunderstanding, a performance review, or your teaching methods. The key 

rule for parent–teacher meetings: 

 

Be an Empathetic Listener 
 Let the parent(s) have their full say first, and hold off on correcting anything until 

it’s your turn to speak. Then, rather than just presenting your own side, lead the 

conversation with questions: “What do you want your child to get out of this class? What 

motivates her at home?” Encouraging parents to define their own feelings will not only 

defuse anger: it will open them up to seeing new aspects of the situation. 
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 And if you find yourself dealing with a determined “helicopter” or “lawnmower” 

parent who will tolerate nothing short of being allowed to personally direct the child’s 

education? 

 

Enlist Support 
 Your supporters may include the children themselves, who often find their 

parents’ “help” more embarrassing than comforting. In any case, continue to treat the 

whole class with respect, stay open to requests from other parents, and be on good terms 

with school staff and administrators. If there’s danger of over-your-head complaints, 

record details of problem interactions and save communications, so objective facts will 

be documented. This isn’t to engage allies in open warfare against your “enemy,” but to 

protect your own reputation and provide a buffer to keep your other work from being 

disrupted. 

 In direct dealings with the problem parent, continue to show empathy and respect: 

they may very well come around eventually. If not, the problem will likely cease once the 

child finishes your class. 

 

 Finally, however much a headache anyone may prove, avoid retaliating with 

counteraccusations. Put a defensive person further on the defensive, and the problem 

escalates. Respond with soft answers, and their defensiveness is defused—and you’ve 

both learned something about conflict resolution. 
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THE FRUGAL TEACHER 
 

 Teaching not being the world’s highest-paid profession, you probably know how 

to live on a budget. Why not use your experience to influence your students toward sound 

financial decisions? 

 Here’s a Top Ten list of ideas for maximizing frugality influence in your 

classroom: 

1. Tell your students where you shop. If someone admires your outfit, don’t be 

embarrassed to say you got it at a thrift store—or to mention that the store has 

clothes for shoppers their age. If you buy store-brand food, bring an occasional 

box—store name prominently displayed—to share with the class. 

2. Hold a “new life for old things” class on mending clothes or toys. Or have kids 

bring in worn-out clothes to recycle into quilts, tote bags, or different outfits 

(jeans into cutoffs, anyone?). 

3. Organize a swap meet. Ask everyone to bring books, toys, or accessories they no 

longer use. Let each student make a “booth” at his or her desk, and set them free 

to bargain (“I’ll give you three paperbacks for a hardback”). The kids will go 

home with new possessions—without having spent a cent. 

4. When a holiday is coming up, designate a few class periods as card- and gift-

making days. Do it early in the season, before families start buying these things. 

5. Design math problems that highlight the undesirability of debt and credit: “If 

Jamal buys three designer shirts with a credit card that has a twelve percent 

interest rate, how long will it take him to pay that back? How much more will he 

have spent than if he’d bought without credit?” 

6. Assign an essay or speech on a topic such as “If I Had a Hundred Dollars to 

Spend On Someone Else,” “Two Dreams Worth Saving Money For,” or “The 

Best Bargain I Ever Found.” 

7. Invite a banker, financial advisor, or bankruptcy lawyer to speak to your class. 

Allow plenty of time for questions and answers. 

8. If you keep a spare-change jar or coin bank, bring it to class and explain how even 

pennies add up. Then, start your own “class jar” and let students bring change to 

fill it. After a couple of months, tell the class how much has been collected. Let 

them vote on—and design a budget for—a party or special treat. 

9. If a local store is having a well-publicized sale, hold a class discussion a couple of 
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days before: “Would you shop there/buy the same things if it wasn’t a sale? How 

can sales tempt us to spend too much money? If you go to this sale, how can you 

make sure it really is a bargain for you?” 

10. Assign some reading and/or show a documentary on advertising and its pitfalls. 

Brainstorm ideas on how to reduce advertising’s exposure and influence—and on 

how to stay aware of truly valuable things in life, whether or not those things are 

bought with money. 
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WHEN SOMEONE CRITICIZES YOUR TEACHING 
 

 Teachers frequently feel they’re being shot at from all sides despite best intentions 

and efforts. The principal wants to know why your whole class isn’t in the top percentile; 

colleagues call you a soft touch for not unequivocally showing the kids who’s boss; and 

every third parent is on your case about their child being entitled to special consideration. 

You feel like telling everyone they don’t always get everything right either, but handing 

out pieces of your mind wouldn’t do much for your professional image. So is there any 

way to deal with these self-appointed critics and perhaps convince them to lay off—

without undermining your chances of earning tenure? 

 

Know What You Believe in—Including Yourself 
 There are enough conflicting theories of education to undermine any teacher’s 

confidence, especially if you’re new to the field. Rather than getting hung up on the best 

modes of discipline or the proper way to teach math skills, start by determining what 

values you want to instill in your students. Integrity? Self-confidence? Empathy? Then 

make a point not only of reinforcing these values through your curricula, but of being an 

example of someone who lives as you believe. Also, remember that while values are 

universal, they manifest different ways in different people. One child may be naturally 

generous with her time, another with his property, and a third with patience. You want to 

be respected for doing your best according to your own unique personality, so grant your 

students the same privilege. 

 

Avoid Defensiveness 
 Parents, accosted by strangers who think the children shouldn’t be eating ice 

cream, need only walk away after a firm, “Thank you, and good day.” Teachers rarely 

have that privilege: even during off hours, just about everyone who criticizes your 

teaching is someone who can find a channel to retaliate if you treat their complaints as 

insignificant. Whether in the break room or at a parent conference, make a point of 

acknowledging all concerns as valid: even if you can’t agree with the specific point 

someone is arguing, you can always find some common ground over wanting the best for 

a child, a classroom, or education in general. 

 Need it be said? Never answer rudeness with rudeness: even if you get the last 

word, the other party will leave armed with behavioral evidence that you are, in fact, an 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/when-someone-criticizes-your-teaching/
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unreasonable teacher. It can help you keep your cool if you remember that the insults 

aren’t really about you: they’re about the other party’s hurts or hang-ups. You don’t have 

to take it personally. 

 

Give Yourself Permission to Be Imperfect 
 And remember, however thoroughly you believe in the above, you will 

occasionally slip and do the wrong thing. It’s all part of being human, so don’t beat 

yourself up and become your own worst critic. Learn from your mistakes; offer apologies 

(to adults or students); then pick yourself up and keep going. Ultimately, what makes a 

good teacher isn’t doing every little thing just right or keeping up with the latest research. 

It’s being consistently understanding, patient, and committed—those timeless qualities 

that outlast all educational fads. 

  

 

 

                                                                                  

                                                                                       

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                        Avoid Defensiveness         
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HOW TO BE A CHEERFUL TEACHER 
 

 Most schools have “grouchy old Mrs. Klunks,” teachers who never smile, are 

chronically impatient, and see themselves as victims forced into “this miserable job.” 

Their only hobbies are pity parties, their only friends other poor-me types. 

 Even if you aren’t an all-out Mrs. Klunk, you may be developing “Klunk 

syndrome” if any of the following symptoms sound familiar: 

• You groan your way out of bed every school morning. 

• The kids in your classes rarely smile or show enthusiasm. (Of all the people who 

can bring negative attitudes into a classroom, teachers are likeliest to infect the 

whole class.) 

• You automatically snap at anyone who hints your teaching might have room for 

improvement. 

• You panic when the principal asks to talk with you, before you even know about 

what. 

• Your break time means swapping stories about impossible students, pigheaded 

administrators, and red tape. 

• Your family and friends say you’re always complaining about the hardships of 

teaching. 

 

 There’s no denying that teaching can be a thankless job low on financial and 

appreciative compensation. However, grouches in any field get less appreciation, and 

often fewer material rewards, than their peers. Assuming you believe in teaching enough 

to stay for the long haul, here are a few ways to pump up your attitude. 

 

Smile Whether You Feel Like It or Not 
 “Fake it till you make it” often does work: if you keep a consistent smile on your 

face, your attitude will follow. That said, an obviously forced grin only makes you the 

butt of jokes. Try for a small, patient, sincere smile as your default facial expression. If 

you have trouble, practice calling humorous thoughts to mind. Or, decorate the classroom 

with things that bring out contented thoughts (flowers, personal photos, inspirational 

posters). 

 

 

Find Friends With Positive Attitudes 
 Even in the toughest and most underfunded schools, there are always coworkers 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/how-to-be-a-cheerful-teacher/
http://www.nea.org/home/12661.htm
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skilled at expecting the best. Have your coffee with them, and let them lead the 

conversation so you catch their focus-on-the-good habit. Outside of school, too, spend 

your time with positive thinkers who appreciate life. 

 

Leave Your Personal Problems Outside the Classroom 
 Even if your problems are inside the school building—the principal singles you 

out for scolding, the break-room coffee goes cold—stay understanding with your 

students. If nothing else, taking things out on them will earn you a “tough teacher” 

reputation that may haunt you in students’ negative expectations through a dozen future 

classes. Besides, watching to catch kids doing something right will dispel your bad mood 

faster. 

 

Remember Why You Chose This Career! 
 Most teachers enter the field because they value education and want to positively 

influence future generations. And many teachers, failing to reap fast and obvious 

rewards, quickly fall into envy of professions that bring money and “respect.” 

Presumably you want your students to know there are more important things than instant 

gratification—set them an example by believing it yourself. On those days when it seems 

nothing is going right and every one of your students is impossible, visualize the 

strongest-willed kids as future leaders and influencers for whom education made a 

difference. It works! Bad days are temporary, but the rewards of good attitude can last for 

generations. 
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DEALING WITH PROBLEM STUDENTS 
 

 Most students are cooperative if a teacher makes the effort to be understanding, 

show respect, and keep class interesting. Most students. Occasionally, a school gets 

someone like the boy who was still in fourth grade at age fifteen, never gave any teacher 

more cooperation than “You let me sleep through class and I won’t bother you either,” 

and eventually wound up in jail for slugging a teacher who gave him a hard time about 

that. 

 Such cases are obviously extreme exceptions. But sooner or later, you’re sure to 

be assigned a student who sulks through every class, insists he’s too stupid to learn 

anything, or seems determined to make everyone dislike him. How do you handle these 

hard cases? 

 

Be Empathetic 
 As the saying goes, “Hurt people hurt people.” The chronically aggressive or 

unmotivated student nearly always had some authority figure in her life who treated her 

as worthless, gave only conditional love, or failed to protect her from abuse. Early 

experiences leave their mark, often convincing the child that she really is worthless, no 

one can be trusted, and/or she’s been cheated by having to live in a world where 

happiness is reserved for others. 

 It’s up to you to show her a different example by being patient and understanding.  

Don’t tolerate intolerable behavior on the excuse “she’s suffered enough,” but don’t be 

any harsher with her than with those for whom such behavior is the exception. And 

never, under any circumstances, label anyone a “bad kid” or a troublemaker. However 

they act, keep a distinction between the behavior and the person. 

 

Give Them a Better Reputation to Live Up To 
 Some “problem kids” aren’t actually hurting, just gifted with learning or 

personality styles that fit poorly with a classroom’s preferred approach. Make sure 

everyone has adequate opportunities to discover and exercise their natural strengths. And 

remember that “undesirable” traits are often mischanneled strengths: the “rowdy” kid is 

often the frustrated innovator who naturally plays poorly with “Do it this way because 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/copy-of-how-to-be-a-cheerful-teacher/
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that’s the way it’s done.” 

 Remember, people become what they focus on. Make a big deal of a student’s 

weak points, and his whole performance will fall apart. Encourage him to use his 

strengths, and he’ll improve all over. 

 

Speak Well of Others Behind Their Backs 
 Teachers, like other professionals, often spend their break times bemoaning 

everything they don’t like about the job. This is a bad idea in any context, but especially 

where it involves complaining about “impossible” students. What you’re really doing is 

talking yourself (and maybe the student’s next teacher) into believing someone is 

hopeless, which will make it difficult to treat her any other way face to face. Focus on the 

positive in all your students, whether they’re physically present or not. 

 And whatever happens in class or out, keep coming back to the message, “I 

believe in you. I believe the best of everyone.” 
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HOW TO ENCOURAGE POSITIVE THINKING IN CHILDREN 
FROM DYSFUNCTIONAL FAMILIES: TIPS FOR TEACHERS 

 

 Sooner or later, you are going to have a student who exhibits chronic self-

abasement or self-pity—often habits they learn from their parents. It’s hard to encourage 

kids to believe in themselves, or the rest of the world, or hope for the future, when they 

come from and go home to households of anxious whiners. 

 Of course, cases of actual child abuse—or drug addiction or criminal behavior—

should be reported to the proper authorities. But there are lesser categories of family 

dysfunction which, while not immediately threatening a child’s physical safety, can lead 

him to conclude there’s no good in the world: 

• Parents—or a parent and a sibling—are constantly fighting, hurling personal 

insults, and grumbling behind each other’s backs. 

• The parent or parents work long hours and are rarely there for the kids. 

• A parent has clinical depression or another mental illness. 

• A parent is overprotective, constantly harping on ways a child could get hurt. 

• Parents are of a “good old days” mindset, openly sure this world is coming to no 

good. 

• The family are “screen addicts.” People who regularly binge on television or 

social media are more likely to be depressed than those who focus on the three-

dimensional world. 

 

 As a teacher, what can you do to counter a negative home atmosphere? 

 

Set an Example 
 Keep a smile on your face. Show interest in your own curricula. Be openly 

enthusiastic about your own growth and learning. Don’t discount the need for hard work, 

but do make a habit of expecting things to end well. 

 

Talk About Your Personal World 
 Feel free to mention to the class that your sister has had a baby or that you’re 

looking forward to the air show this weekend. Realizing that even teachers have a life 

outside the classroom can help children understand that their whole lives don’t have to be 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/encourage-positive-thinking-in-kids-from-dysfunctional-families/
https://shadyoakprimary.com/encourage-positive-thinking-in-kids-from-dysfunctional-families/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/depression-loneliness-linked-to-binge-watching-television/
https://childmind.org/article/is-social-media-use-causing-depression/
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lived in one type of atmosphere. 

 

Vary Your Teaching Methods 
 A day-by-day classroom approach that’s all lecture, or all formulas and tables, or 

all artistic, is a drain on every student who doesn’t relate to that particular style. This can 

be particularly hard on kids who already have “no one pays attention to me” problems at 

home. 

 

Don’t Feel Too Sorry For Them 
 If you know that one student is having a difficult time at home, you may be 

tempted to make some of it up to her at school. Don’t. The teacher who pities a “poor 

neglected child,” especially to the point of letting her get away with dysfunctional 

behavior, is sowing seeds of resentment among the other students. And, ultimately, 

creating worse problems for the “pitied” child by sending the message, “You have no 

personal power; for good or ill, you’re at the mercy of others’ whims.” Encourage them, 

show them respect, get to know them as individuals—but don’t pity them. 

 

 As a teacher, you have shorter-term influence than parents; but that doesn’t mean 

your positive influence can’t be lasting. Who knows? Someday you may hear a former 

student name you, in a Nobel Prize acceptance speech, as “the first person who 

encouraged me to believe in myself.” 
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FOR TEACHERS WHO SUSPECT CHILD ABUSE 
  

 Don’t take it personally, but children tend to be eager to get out of school and go 

home. However, you may have a student with every reason to want to be anywhere but 

home: 

• Child Protective Services agencies in the U. S. investigate over four million 

reports of child abuse each year. Another eight million cases may go unreported. 

• Over a million children in the U. S. suffer regular physical abuse. 

• As many as one in four children will be sexually abused at some time. 

• At least half a million children are verbally and emotionally abused on a regular 

basis. 

• Over six million children are “passively abused” through neglect of their basic 

needs. Many of these have drug-addicted parents. 

• Four or five children die every day from the effects of child abuse. 

 

 Some of these children may be sitting in your classroom, hiding the pain behind 

pasted-on smiles. How can you tell if a student is an abuse victim? 

 

Symptoms of Child Abuse 
 A child who has been physically “disciplined” to the point of injury will likely: 

• Be ashamed of the injury and try to hide it, often with heavy clothing. (Kids 

bruised in ordinary play are typically eager to show off their “battle scars.”) 

• Respond to direct questions with evasive, implausible, or contradictory 

explanations. 

• Suffer injuries noticeably more frequently than average. 

 

 If a child’s basic needs are being neglected, he or she may: 

• Be noticeably underweight. 

• Dress “cheaper” than can be explained by income bracket or current fashions. 

• Not bring food or money for lunch—or bring a lunch that was obviously 

scrounged. 

 

A child who is being sexually or emotionally abused may never show visible damage, but 

typically displays the following symptoms: 

• Reluctance to get close to others, or, alternatively, clinging desperately to anyone 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/for-teachers-who-suspect-child-abuse/
https://www.answers.com/Q/How_many_cases_of_child_abuse_go_unreported_in_the_US
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11927741
https://americanspcc.org/child-abuse-statistics/


85 | P a g e  

 

available. 

• Unexplained jumpiness. 

• Extensive brooding. 

• Complete lack of enthusiasm for any activity. 

• Noticeable lack of self-confidence: rarely speaking up, needing extensive coaxing 

to try anything new. 

• Referring to herself with emotionally loaded words such as “worthless” or 

“stupid,” or with curse words—especially in language atypical for children that 

age. 

• Begging you not to tell parents about poor performance or other concerns. 

 

 A sexually abused child may also show interest in more “mature” topics, or be 

more reluctant to undress for the bathroom or gym, than typical for his age. 

 

How to Report Child Abuse 
 Your school should have official policies on what to do in cases of suspected 

abuse, but in case these are vague or unsatisfactory: 

• Look up your municipal or state contact information for reporting child abuse. 

• Provide specific details and evidence for your concerns. 

• Ask what will be done and when. If you feel the agency hasn’t followed through, 

call again or try the next authority up. 

 

 Above all else, do not ignore your concerns. While many of the above symptoms 

may have causes other than abuse, nearly all of them indicate a need for some sort of 

professional help. And if you’re still afraid of “stirring up trouble,” consider: How would 

you feel if one of your students was buried this year under the epitaph: “No one wanted 

to get involved”? 
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DEMYSTIFYING EDUCATION JARGON, FOR TEACHERS 
 

 Quiz for teachers: how many of the following educational terms do you 

recognize? 

• Ability Grouping 

• Backward Design 

• Critical Thinking 

• Growth Mindset 

• Project-Based Learning 

• Rigor 

• Scaffolding 

• SEL 

• Standards-Based Grading 

• STEAM 

 

 Definitions are at the end of this article. But even if every phrase was familiar, 

don’t get smug until you answer this question: 

 If a parent asked what on earth was “scaffolding” or “standards-based grading,” 

how comprehensible would your answer be to someone whose understanding of 

education was limited to their own experience as a student, experience that took place 

three decades ago? 

 

 Content marketers and other businesspeople have a catchphrase, “jettison the 

jargon.” Which means, write for the lay reader, not for a colleague who actually 

understands what ANED stands for or what additive manufacturing does. If you, the 

teacher, found yourself staring blankly at that last clause, you’ve felt something of what 

many parents go through trying to comprehend the goals teachers, school boards, and 

test-making politicians are pushing for their children’s education. 

 For the sake of rapport and mutual understanding, make sure you aren’t speaking 

to your students’ parents in “Educational Jargon.” Stick to the common language. 

 

Quick Hints on Clear Communication 
• Never use two words where one will do. 

• Never use a four-syllable word where a two-syllable word will do. 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/demystifying-education-jargon-for-teachers/
https://contentmarketinginstitute.com/what-is-content-marketing/
https://www.medicinenet.com/common_medical_abbreviations_and_terms/index.htm
https://www.manufacturing.gov/glossary
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• Purge your speech of acronyms, technical terms, and words you first learned 

while studying for your education degree. 

 

Answers to Quiz 
• Ability Grouping: Dividing classes into learning groups according to student 

abilities; curricula is then adjusted for each group’s learning needs. 

• Backward Design: Beginning with the end in mind, or using pre-set educational 

goals as guidelines for creating curricula. 

• Critical Thinking: The skill of analyzing a situation objectively (not “critically” in 

the negative sense) and pinpointing the best action to take. Emphasizes creativity 

and problem-solving. 

• Growth Mindset: A way of thinking that sees life as a series of learning and 

development experiences (reaching far beyond school years) and that welcomes 

new challenges. The opposite of fixed mindset, a self-limiting attitude that treats 

life as an endless to-do list of tasks that are predetermined to be achievable. 

• Project-Based Learning: Learning by doing; participating in projects that build 

creativity and thinking skills. The opposite of input-based learning, which focuses 

on study and memorization. 

• Rigor: Designing class material with a focus on maximizing learning and growth 

opportunities for every student. Emphasizes individual needs and challenging-yet-

achievable expectations. 

• Scaffolding: Teaching by first demonstrating a skill, then allowing students to try 

it on their own. 

• SEL: Social-emotional learning: focuses on managing emotions, relating 

effectively to others, and making responsible decisions. 

• Standards-Based Grading: Individually assessing performance on each skill 

required to master a subject. Contrasts with the traditional “report card” method 

of giving one comprehensive grade for performance in English, math, etc. 

• STEAM: STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math) curricula with 

Arts included for a better-rounded education. 

 

 At Shady Oak, we pride ourselves on utilizing the best educational practices and 

on communicating clearly with students and parents. Hope your school can say the same! 

  

https://www.franklincovey.com/the-7-habits/habit-2.html
https://shadyoakprimary.com/enhancing-critical-thinking/
https://shadyoakprimary.com/shady-oak-best-practices-growth-mindset-instructions/
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HOW TO BE A TEACHER AND RETAIN YOUR OPTIMISM 
 

 Most teachers want to make a difference to the next generation and, by extension, 

the world. How well they accomplish that goal depends on how well they retain their 

positive outlook after weeks of uncooperative students, demanding adults, and arbitrary 

educational goals set by faceless bureaucrats. 

 Every year, around 500,000 teachers in the U. S. abandon the profession. Face it, 

even without low salaries and red tape, teaching might be the most challenging profession 

known to humanity. What other category of professionals spends half their work hours 

directly supervising twenty or more individuals who haven’t reached the age of mature 

judgment, perhaps not even the age of basic tact? 

 So the first rule of being an optimistic teacher is: don’t be blindly optimistic. 

Accept the reality that: 

• Most kids come to school because grown-ups say they have to, not because 

they’re particularly eager for the experience. 

• Parents’ judgment is affected by concern for their children’s individual needs, and 

by difficulty appreciating the needs of the larger classroom. 

• Schools aren’t immune to office politics, unfair bosses, or ridiculous regulations. 

 

 Got that? Okay, here’s what you can do to make your classroom a positive place 

for everyone involved. Including yourself. 

 

Get to Know Your Students as Individuals 
 However determined you are not to have “pets,” you’ll find some students easier 

to like than others. Even a simple clash of personalities or energy levels can create a 

barrier. 

 A good way to reduce such problems is to begin each term with an open-sharing 

day where students can introduce themselves by their interests—which gives you ideas 

for nurturing their individual gifts. Don’t, however, require everyone to stand up and 

speak: you’re bound to have some shy individuals who get a bad taste in their mouth at 

the thought. Offer the floor to anyone who wants a turn, then give the whole class an 

ungraded assignment of creating an “About Me” report (in any medium of choice: 

writing, collage, recorded speech, etc.). 

 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/teacher-retain-your-optimism/
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Separate Work Time From Leisure Time 
 Contrary to popular belief, teachers’ work hours are longer than students’ work 

hours. Chances are you’re working as much as your nine-to-five peers. And chances are 

much of that work is done at home, so take a tip from home-office entrepreneurs: set 

boundaries so you can enjoy your “down time” without being tormented by thoughts of “I 

could and should get in a little more work.” Have specific hours and a specific 

“homework space” for teaching-related responsibilities, and keep the rest of your “home 

space” free to relax and have fun with your family. You need the recharge time to retain a 

positive view of teaching throughout the rough days. 

 

Keep Your Higher Values in Mind 
 If you want to make a long-term difference in students’ lives, focus your vision 

beyond “making them behave” from day to day. If you’re interested in building a better 

future for humanity, practice showing respect and empathy toward every human you 

work with every day. Ultimately, education is about keeping the big picture in view. 

 Just as with optimism. 

 

 

 

For a complimentary 30-minute consultation  

with Debbie Elder, 

contact DElder@ShadyOakPrimary.com 

 

 

 

For more information, contact us at 

Shady Oak Primary School 

600 Main St. Richmond, TX 77469 

www.shadyoakprimary.com 

mailto:DElder@ShadyOakPrimary.com
http://www.shadyoakprimary.com/

