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Attacks on dignity.   It may be difficult for you to detect this problem on your own, but your tone and 
choice of words may unintentionally hurt students.  You must never compromise the dignity of a student, 
even when he or she is misbehaving.  Address student behaviors (“Rosalyn, you need to face forward in 
your chair and focus on your reading”), not the students themselves (“Rosalyn, don’t be such a pest.  
Can’t you see you’re annoying Joe and everyone else around you when you turn around in your seat?”).  
By dwelling on negative characteristics, you are not only suggesting that there is something inherently 
wrong with the student, but you are also inviting a power struggle (“Joe doesn’t think I’m annoying him”) 
or retribution (more on this in the upcoming Power and Revenge-Seeking sections).   
 
You might also unintentionally attack the dignity of your students by belittling the personal forces outside 
of class that may contribute to their behavior.  If a student has fallen asleep during your lesson, making a 
comment such as “this isn’t kindergarten nap time” as 
you shake the student awake is an unnecessary gibe.  A 
student’s sleepiness, which may be the result of a host 
of real-world circumstances, merits your attention and 
assistance, but not your ridicule. 
 
Upholding student dignity applies to academic work as 
well.  When you grade papers, do you simply put the 
grade on the top and hand it back to the class?  Imagine 
being the student who consistently receives tests back 
with failing grades written in big red letters.  If the 
teacher simply moved on to the next chapter in the 
textbook, without encouraging or working with you one-
on-one, you’d begin to feel that you were unable to be 
successful, particularly if the knowledge in the class is 
cumulative.  You might shut down or explode in 
frustration (more on this in the upcoming Avoidance of 
Failure section).   It is critical that teachers create 
classrooms in which all students can succeed, in which all students can define themselves as people with 
positive contributions to make, as we will discuss in chapters five and six of this text.    
 
It will be important to reflect regularly on your students’ behavior and the root causes of that behavior.  
This reflection not only helps prevent you from taking the misbehavior personally, becoming emotionally 
affected yourself and responding recklessly, but it also sheds light on steps you should take to adjust 
your approach to prevent misbehavior in the future.   
 
To that end, educator Linda Albert has developed a 
classroom management philosophy called Cooperative 
Discipline to help teachers differentiate their response to 
student misbehavior, depending on the source of the 
problem.  In her book, Albert outlines four causes of 
misbehavior: 
 

� Attention-seeking 
� Power-seeking 
� Revenge-seeking 
� Avoidance of failure 

 

I feel the most useful component in creating a 
respectful tone in my classroom is to never 
humiliate a student – no matter what he/she just 
did or said.  They need time to step back, cool off, 
and analyze their actions.  I have a desk set off to 
the side, out of the view of most students, for a kid 
to go and calm down.  When I find a break in my 
instruction, I go speak with the student quietly and 
privately about what happened.  Rather than 
putting students in a confrontational situation, I 
give them the power to comment on how they 
acted first.   
 
Jennifer Cecil, South Louisiana ‘03 
Graduate Student, University of Michigan 

The hardest thing in dealing with student 
misbehavior is realizing that it’s rarely directed 
toward you as an individual.  Rather, it is 
usually a reaction to frustration of some kind.  
Catalog the disruption and reflect at a later 
time.  You’ll find that you are better able to 
diagnose what the root cause of the 
misbehavior is – is it a classroom issue, 
something the student is bringing from home, 
or a combination? 
 
Richard Reddick, Houston ‘95 
Assistant Professor and M.Ed. Coordinator, 
The University of Texas at Austin 
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When addressing misbehavior, Albert says the first step is to determine the cause motivating a student in 
a particular situation.  To do this, she suggests that teachers first gauge their own emotional responses 
to the incident, arguing that a teacher’s response can often signal the cause of the student’s misbehavior.  
We know if Joan is seeking our attention, for example, if we give attention to her.  We would not ordinarily 
walk over to Ralph, who is working quietly, if Joan is whistling.  Similarly, if we get furious with Peter and 
want to punish him severely, it’s probably because he has demonstrated vengeful behavior and we have 
found ourselves wishing to retaliate back.  By gauging how we feel about what the student has done, 
Albert indicates that we can determine why the student might have done it.   
 
Once a teacher has pinpointed the goal of the misbehavior, he or she can use strategies over time to help 
students find positive outlets for the needs they had been trying to fulfill through distracting or 
destructive means.   The chart below outlines a description of each of these misbehaviors in action, a way 
for teachers to use their own responses to identify the cause, and some ways to address the needs that 
lie underneath the situation.  
 
Attention-Seeking 

What this looks like.  Constantly waving their hands to participate, whining for help, or entertaining the class.   

A teacher’s typical reaction.  Mild.  We 
feel irritated and annoyed.  Typically, we 
acquiesce and give them the attention 
they want (even if it’s negative 
attention), and they stop—for a while.  

The student’s legitimate need.  
Students need to feel valued and 
affirmed.  In younger grades, students 
may crave an adult’s attention, whereas 
an older student’s target audience may 
be peers. 

Strategies to address the need. 
� Catch them being good, giving attention for positive reasons (“Thanks 

for cleaning up, Puck, because that really saves me time.”)  
� Teach them to ask for attention (“Benvolio, let’s come up with a 

special signal that you can use to show me you would like my 
attention.”) 

� Set up times to give students your attention (“Helena, I’d love to hear 
more about your weekend during a lunch date tomorrow.”) 

 
Power-Seeking 

What this looks like.  Students who verbalize or suggest with body language, “I won’t do what you say!  You can’t 
make me!”  

A teacher’s typical reaction.  Hot.  We feel 
angry, frustrated and fearful of losing 
control.  Our natural inclination may be to 
fight with the student (and, in so doing, 
engage in an unproductive struggle for 
power ourselves), or give up. 

The student’s legitimate need.  Students 
need to feel in control, autonomous and free 
to be individuals. 

Strategies to address the need. 
� Allow voice and choice (“Propose some alternatives to the 

assignment after class, Beatrice, and we can talk through them.”)  
� Delegate responsibility (“Iago, will you help operate the 

audiovisual equipment for the class today?”) 
� Acknowledge legitimate power (“You’re right, Cordelia.  I can’t 

force you to do anything you don’t want to.  But you will have to 
accept the consequences of your decision.” 
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Revenge-Seeking 

What this looks like.  Attacking you or others verbally or physically, or vandalizing school property.   

A teacher’s typical reaction.  
Boiling. We feel hurt, 
disappointment or even dislike 
toward the child.  Our gut 
response may lead us to lash 
back at them or punish them 
harshly, thereby exerting 
revenge on them ourselves!   

The student’s legitimate need. 
Children need an outlet for 
feelings of hurt, and they may 
want to protect themselves from 
future pain.   

Strategies to address the need. 
� Build caring relationships (“Claudio, what’s really upsetting you?”)  
� Teach appropriate expression of feelings through the use of puppet shows or 

drawings, as well as I-statements, community meetings and problem-solving 
protocols (“In today’s journal assignment, we’re going to spend a few 
minutes writing about a time when we were really angry at someone.”) 

� Discuss misbehavior later (“Hamlet, we’ll talk about this after class so we 
don’t waste everyone’s learning time”). 

� Allow students to save face by ignoring a rebellious mutter like “I’m leaving 
when the bell rings” rather than replying, “Oh no, you’re not!” 

� Take charge of our own negative emotions (“Class, I wanted to apologize for 
raising my voice yesterday.  That is no way to resolve a problem.”)  

 
Avoidance of Failure 

What this looks like.  Procrastinating or not finishing work.  Regularly asking to visit the nurse or bathroom.  

A teacher’s typical reaction.  We feel 
professional concern, despair and self-doubt 
about our abilities to reach the student.  Our 
natural response may be to feel like a failure 
ourselves, giving up or referring the child to a 
counselor who we hope will “fix” the problem. 

The student’s legitimate need.  They don’t 
think they can live up to your expectations.  
They don’t want to be seen as unsuccessful.   

Strategies to address the need. 
� Encourage an “I can” ethic (“Gertrude, look at your portfolio 

and see the progress you’ve made in punctuation with your 
careful practice!”)  

� Foster friendships and build confidence (“Oberon, will you 
please quietly explain the Do Now procedure to Titania while 
the rest of us begin?”) 

� Lower the stress level (“We’re going to practice our 
presentations with a partner before doing it in front of the 
class.”)  

 
Many of the strategies that Albert recommends can fall under what she calls the A’s: attention, 
affirmation and affection.  She points out that it is often difficult to give the A’s to students who are the 
most challenging in the class, because they may not seem to “deserve” them or even want them.  Albert 
argues that the A’s are human needs that students who are misbehaving may especially crave.   
 
Sometimes, misbehavior occurs when a student has an emotional disability and requires more support in 
learning to control her behavior and develop self-discipline.  The next section will discuss how to respond 
to students who need additional behavior support. 
 
Differentiated Behavior Management  
Some students, particularly some students with behavior-related disabilities, will need more formalized 
support in learning to manage their behavior.  Individual behavior contracts allow you to construct a 
specific set of expectations, consequences, and rewards for students with whom the regular classroom 
system is not working.  A sample behavior contract is in the Classroom Management & Culture Toolkit 
(p. 34), found online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet.  �  Consider the reflection of Sara Cotner 
(South Louisiana ’00):   
 

One of my third grade students had bi-polar disorder and was notorious for destructive 
and disrespectful behavior the year before she entered my class.  Her behavior was so 
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severe, in fact, that she had to be institutionalized for several weeks at a time.  I 
introduced an individualized behavior modification plan.  It was a simple table with our 
daily schedule, and she earned stars in the boxes for good behavior.  If she misbehaved, I 
would record the behavior exactly, and her grandmother signed the sheet each night.  
The student would receive a certificate for earning a certain number of stars in a day.  
When she collected enough certificates, she could trade them in for time on the 
computer.  After three weeks of this individualized system, she no longer needed it. She 
responded very favorably to the class-wide positive reinforcement system. 

 
In some cases, you will need to access additional help from one or more of your fellow teachers or 
administrators.  The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) mandates that for any student who 
needs extra behavioral support, the IEP team (those who help create and monitor a student’s 
Individualized Education Plan) must conduct a Functional Behavior Assessment (FBA) as well.  An FBA 
involves a school-based team implementing a behavior intervention plan that includes positive behavioral 
interventions and supports for a student with behavior disabilities.   
 
The underlying assumption of the FBA is that every behavior is serving a function, whether it’s to get 
attention, escape tasks, obtain objects, alleviate boredom, or any number of purposes.  A comprehensive 
assessment of a student’s behavior and the social, emotional, cognitive, and environmental factors 
associated with the behavior should reveal the behavior’s function.  While the FBA process can be done in 
a variety of ways, the following example presents a simplified version of the four steps usually involved in 
the process: 
 

1. Clearly define the problem behaviors(s):  Jason gets out of his desk and walks around the room. 
While walking around the room, he often taps on other students’ desks.  

2. Identify events, times, settings, and situations that predict when the behaviors will and will not 
occur:  Jason does this in social studies, language arts, and science. He does not do this in math, 
art, or health.  

3. Gather data on possible causes of misbehavior (What is the student “getting” out of 
misbehaving? What the function of the misbehavior?):  After several observations and interviews 
with Jason, his teachers, and his parents, it seems that the function of the misbehavior is task 
avoidance. He seems to exhibit the behavior most frequently when asked to do something that 
involves writing.  

4. Develop and test a hypothesis:  The hypothesis is that Jason has difficulty with writing and 
misbehaves as a way to avoid it. To test the hypothesis, his teachers planned activities that did not 
involve writing and observed and charted Jason’s behavior for a couple days. He did not get out of 
his seat and walk around the room. To be sure their hypothesis was correct, they then 
incorporated writing back into their plans and observed that the misbehavior started again.  

 
One outcome of an FBA is an understanding of why a student misbehaves, but the more important 
outcome should be a behavior intervention plan developed specifically for the student; one that is based 
on the results of the FBA.  In Jason’s case, a plan was developed that included individualizing his writing 
assignments, teaching him how to ask for help when he needed it, allowing him to use a computer for 
longer writing assignments, giving him the opportunity to take breaks during writing assignments, and a 
contract that included rewards for staying in his seat and consequences for getting out of his seat.  
Function-based behavior support allows teachers to individualize, or differentiate, based on a particular 
student’s needs.  The behavior intervention plan should include positive strategies and, in many cases, 
skill-building interventions.  Sometimes students do not have the appropriate skills to exhibit appropriate 
behavior in some contexts, so these skills must be taught.   
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The plan may also involve changes in the student’s routine; when a student’s problem behavior is 
predictable, changes in the student's routine can make it less likely that the problem behavior will occur.  
For example, Moninda blurts out a lot during class, especially in her afternoon classes. Since she takes 
medication for ADHD, her teachers meet with her parents to find out if there have been changes in her 
medical treatment. Her parents inform you that she no longer takes her medication because it was 
making her tired. As a solution, her parents may want to take her back to her physician, but they may not. 
The solution may be as simple as a schedule change where Moninda takes her academic subjects in the 
morning and PE, art, and life skills in the afternoon.  Once the plan is in place, it is very important for the 
team to monitor, evaluate, and adjust as necessary.  A sample “Functional Behavior Assessment” can be 
found in the Classroom Management & Culture Toolkit (pp. 35-36), available online at the Resource 
Exchange on TFANet. � 
 
Outside Factors That Can Produce Student Misbehavior  
In many cases, you will be able to affect the causes of misbehavior through adjusting your lessons, consistently 
and respectfully upholding reasonable limits, helping students express their feelings appropriately, or supporting 
improved behavior in a more formalized way.  However, there are some rare situations or phenomena that are 
simply beyond your immediate control, or perhaps even your immediate understanding.   
 
You may be teaching students for whom violence has been a tragic and deeply affecting part of their lives.  
Childhood trauma includes experiences that go beyond normal life stressors; these experiences can be 
physical, sexual, or emotional abuse; neglect; parental alcohol or drug abuse; death in the family; 
witnessing violence; frequent changes in primary caregivers; and physical injury.  As a classroom 
teacher, it is important to be aware of what behavior problems could be manifestations of trauma: 
 

� Hurting others without seeming to care can be a sign of overwhelming pain and suffering on the 
part of the misbehaving student.  Children and youth who have suffered serious pain can shut 
down their feelings and lose touch with their sense of empathy.   

� Aggressiveness beyond what is typical in the students you teach is highly correlated with being 
victimized by abuse or witnessing the abuse of another family member.   

� Deliberately annoying others can be a sign of a student’s sense of helplessness, also common 
when a student is accustomed to being abused or neglected.   

� Hypervigilance, or a tendency to always be on the lookout for potential dangers, can also be a sign 
of exposure to an unexpected traumatic event.   

� Jumpiness or hyperactivity can be a sign of trauma, as well as a sign of a disorder such as 
Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD).   

� Finally, unusual spaciness can be a sign both of a physical disorder, as well as a detached state 
resulting from being overwhelmed by a traumatic experience. 

 
However, it is important not to assume that an unusually spacey student has experienced a traumatic 
incident – they might be distracted by the upcoming school dance.  An aggressive child simply might 
require help channeling her energy and strength, and a child who exhibits annoying behavior might need 
more positive reinforcement for good behavior.  We do not give these examples to minimize your 
vigilance, but only to remind you to analyze student’s behaviors critically.  And, although many students 
bring symptoms of the stress of their world to the classroom, this does not mean that these students 
cannot achieve academically or behave appropriately in your classroom.   
 
There are many things you can do to have a profound, positive impact on a child who is a victim of trauma 
without devoting your full attention to that student or assuming the role of a therapist.  Traumatized 
children, perhaps more than other students, benefit from structure, routines, positive empowerment, and 
positive attention – all practices you should be implementing as an effective classroom teacher 
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regardless of who fills your class.  You have the opportunity and responsibility to provide all of your 
students with an environment that is safe, and in which they can experience success. 
 
That said, some students would benefit from attention and intervention beyond the scope of what you can 
provide as a classroom teacher, and childhood trauma is one cause of student misbehavior that requires 
extra attention.  If you have attempted to handle a particular student’s misbehavior with consistency, 
persistence, reflection and revised strategies, and the behavior persists, perhaps something else in the 
life of that student must be addressed.  Set up a meeting with the student and the school counselor.  If 
journal entries, bruises, welts, cuts, or statements made by the child lead you to suspect that he or she 
has been a victim of trauma, or is currently being victimized, it may be your legal obligation to seek 
outside intervention, perhaps with the help of the school counselor, nurse, or principal.  Available 
resources will depend upon your school and community and will likely not be as readily available as you 
would hope.  However, they exist.  As a classroom teacher who sees your students regularly, you may be 
the school representative best positioned to observe the signs of distress, and you can do a great service 
to students by helping them access the support and services they need. 
 
Ideally, examining the array of “causes” for student misbehavior will allow you to react to inappropriate 
behavior without a strong emotional response from yourself.  As the next two sections demonstrate, 
teachers must maintain a calm, firm, respectful demeanor when responding to both minor and more 
serious student interruptions. 
 
 
II. Responding to Minor Interruptions 
 
A student rhythmically taps her pencil during silent independent work.  Another child is trying to take 
notes on your lecture while simultaneously finishing his homework for another class.  A third is mouthing 
something to a friend across the room while you are trying to give directions. When students do not meet 
your behavioral expectations, and yet are not exactly breaking the rules, those students still need to know 
that their behavior compromises learning for themselves or for others in the class. To prevent that 
interruption from escalating into behavior that does break a rule, you must address the interruption 
immediately.  When doing so, you should utilize the following guidelines: 
 

� Minimize your verbal response 
� Do not interrupt the lesson flow 
� Invest very little emotion 

 
Let’s look at specific examples of addressing a minor 
interruption to see how those guidelines apply to the 
host of methods you could employ. 
 

It is sixth period on Tuesday.  The lesson objective 
is to identify the components of poetry.  Victor has 
just arrived from Physical Education where they 
played basketball for the whole period.  Victor 
loves basketball, and he is hyped up from the 
minute he walks in the door.   When you open the 
lesson with a poetry reading, Victor is rhythmically 
drumming his hands on the desk and looking 
around the classroom in a distracted manner. 

 

Several of my more dominant students did not 
respond well to directly, publicly reminding them 
to follow the rules.  To protect their pride and 
keep attention focused on my instruction, rather 
than the behavior, I began finding ways to 
whisper them reminders, at a natural pause in 
my instruction.  This approach conveys a tone of 
respect, especially to the “leader” personalities.  
 
Lisa Barrett, Bay Area ‘02 
Partner,  The New Teacher Project  
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Method Explanation of Method The Method in Action 

Physical 
Proximity 

Be mobile. Movement communicates that you 
are focused on all parts of the room, and it can 
get a single student’s attention without 
interrupting the entire class.  When a student is 
creating a minor interruption, immediately 
move closer to his or her seat.  

You move closer to Victor’s seat so he knows that 
you heard his drumming and are aware of his 
distraction.  While moving closer to Victor, you 
continue reading the poem and maintain the flow 
of the lesson.  You remain by his desk for a short 
period of time before moving on.    

Sudden 
Silence 

When a student is disruptive while you are 
speaking, stop and wait for the disruption to 
cease. 

Mid-stanza, you sharply pause your reading.  
After a few seconds Victor stops his drumming 
and you continue the poem. 

Physical 
Cues 

Simple physical cues can communicate better 
than words without disturbing the lesson flow.  

Without a significant pause in your reading, you 
look up, make eye contact with Victor and make a 
“calm down” gesture with your hand. 

Post-It Notes 

Some teachers carry a clipboard with pre-
written Post-It notes that say “please focus on 
what we are doing now” or “please throw out 
your gum.”  If a student needs a reminder about 
their behavior, they choose the appropriate 
note and place it on the student’s desk. 

As you continue reading the poem, you walk by 
Victor and place the note that says, “please focus 
on what we are doing now” on his desk. 

Individual 
Signals 

Some students need an individual reminder 
when they are interrupting.  Taking them aside 
and agreeing upon a method can be very 
effective. 

While reading, you hold up one finger and make 
eye contact with Victor.  Because you both agreed 
upon this signal in advance when Victor was 
disruptive in the past, Victor knows that he is 
creating a distraction and that one finger means 
he needs to stop what he is doing. 

Touch 

A quick touch on a shoulder or a student’s desk 
is often effective at curbing minor disruptions.  
Before touching your students, identify with 
whom this would work well and who would 
respond negatively. 

You approach Victor’s seat while continuing to 
read the poem.  As you pass him you tap him on 
the shoulder.  

The “Teacher 
Look” (a.k.a. 
the “We Are 
Not Amused 
Look”) 

This is a more direct approach to address 
minor interruptions.  When a student interrupts 
instruction, you lock eyes and communicate 
your displeasure with your facial expression.  
“The Look” doesn’t have to be angry, just 
serious, perhaps even just raised eyebrows.  Be 
sure to acknowledge the student when they 
comply.   

You look up from the poem and give Victor a 
direct look that clearly communicates your 
intentions.  You maintain eye contact for a few 
seconds, smile and nod your head in thanks when 
Victor gestures his understanding.  You then 
return to reading the poem. 

Quickly State 
Student’s 
Name 
 

Stating a student’s name is effective if you feel 
that you need to immediately catch that 
student’s attention (but don’t overuse this 
technique - students quickly become immune 
to hearing their name called).  This method is 
potentially more disruptive to the rest of the 
class than most other interventions mentioned.

When Victor starts drumming on the desk, you 
immediately say “Victor” and make eye contact 
with him. 

Ignoring 

There are specific situations when you may believe that a student is acting out to get attention.  You 
may choose to ignore this behavior if it is not creating a classroom disruption.  This should be done 
carefully, because students may assume that you are not aware or do not care about the behavior.  
You would later raise the issue with the student in private. 
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These methods are effective only when applied to minor interruptions.  Behaviors like unwittingly tapping 
a pencil, humming during silent work, or snapping gum by accident are not malicious infractions or 
insubordination, and using the aforementioned techniques to alert students to their behavior can remind 
them of your expectations.  
 
If you use these same methods in response to a more serious interruption (e.g., derogatory comments, 
aggressive actions, etc.), your students may lose respect for you – perhaps feeling that you aren’t willing 
to be tough in order to ensure your students meet high expectations.  Also keep in mind that using the 
same method repeatedly can minimize its effectiveness.  If minor interruptions begin to dominate your 
lessons, take that as a signal that you need to re-develop or re-teach classroom rules and procedures. 
Remember, too, about the causes of misbehavior we discussed earlier.  If Victor consistently drums his 
pencil on the desk, he may not be doing it unwittingly but rather as a tactic to get attention.  While you 
would use the above strategies to deal with Victor’s behavior in the moment, you would also take long-
term proactive steps, like those suggested by Linda Albert in Cooperative Discipline, to help him channel 
his need for attention through more appropriate means.  
 
 
III. Implementing Consequences Effectively 
 
Wouldn’t it be nice if simply telling students your consequences and showing them the benefits of 
following your rules were enough to deter each student from ever breaking them?  As we discussed in the 
opening section of this chapter, there are several reasons why students sometimes still break rules 
despite all our efforts to prevent misbehavior.  And, a positive, achievement-oriented classroom culture 
does not spring forth by virtue of the teacher simply presenting the rules on the first day of classes, but 
develops over the long-haul, in part by faithfully and effectively implementing consequences for those 
rules.  Here, we will discuss how to effectively implement a consequence when misbehavior does occur, 
as hesitation to do so is one of the fastest ways to undermine your own authority in the classroom.  There 
are three keys to successfully implementing consequences: 
 

� Provide students with control over the outcome 
� Implement consequences consistently 
� Implement consequences respectfully 

 
These three principles, in the long-term, forge the most direct path to creating a classroom culture that 
incessantly drives academic achievement.  Let’s consider each in more detail. 
 
Provide Students with Control over the Outcome 
It is important to communicate to your students that they are in charge of the outcome of their behavior.  
They can choose to follow the rules (thereby receiving at least intangible benefits) or to break the rules 
and incur the consequences.  Many corps members have utilized the following concrete strategies to 
reinforce this to students: 
 
� Signs in your classroom, such as one above your consequences chart that reads, “If you CHOOSE to 

break a rule…” or “Look here to see how we have CHOSEN to behave” 
� Language that repeatedly conveys the choice at hand, such as:  

o “I was so impressed by your choice to peacefully resolve that conflict with Tatiana.  That 
was extremely mature of you.”  

o “Chris, since you chose to get up and walk around the room without asking for 
permission, please go and flip your card to yellow.” 
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o “Jessica, I already gave you a warning for turning around and talking to Juan during the 
warm-up.  Since you chose to continue that behavior, you will now be required to remain 
in the room during hallway time. I’m putting your initials on the board as a reminder.”  

 
Another way to ensure students feel a sense of control 
and hope is to give them a “clean slate” after the 
consequence is over.  Some corps members, especially 
at the elementary level, start their series of 
consequences over each day or halfway through the day 
(for example, putting each student back to “green” on 
the traffic light after they have served the consequence 
for moving to red).  Secondary corps members, who 
usually see their students for an hour each day, allow 
students to return to the bottom rung of the 
consequences ladder for a fresh start every Monday.  
 
Implement Consequences Consistently 
Very often, when a group of students does not meet behavior expectations, it is because the teacher has 
failed to consistently enforce them.  A common example revolves around expectations for raising your 
hand to speak during a class discussion.  If a teacher sometimes responds to students who call out, 
despite an explicit rule about hand-raising, most students will begin to ignore the rule, and may be 
genuinely surprised or frustrated when the teacher later disciplines them for calling out.  Vigilant 
consistency will pay off in the long run; when consequences appear random, students begin to feel 
powerless and doubt that they can influence their own outcomes.     
 

Once a child has developed a pattern of misbehavior, 
you may find yourself watching that student particularly 
carefully, looking for him or her to act up.  You may even 
be tempted to send him or her out of your classroom 
the very first chance you get, rather than following your 
ladder of consequences, to get the child out of your hair.  
Check yourself on these impulses.  What message are 
you sending a child when you consistently throw her out 
of your room?  Once you start eyeing certain students 
with suspicion even before they’ve done anything wrong 
that day, you’ve exploded the power of high 
expectations. Kids can smell mistrust a mile away and 
may even play the role you’ve cast for them.  For 
children who are weighing whether to follow the rules, it 
may not be worth trying to behave if your teacher simply 
expects you to be bad. 
 

Implement Consequences Respectfully 
While it is important to assert your authority consistently when students misbehave, it is equally important to 
address misbehavior in a way that allows students to maintain their dignity.  First, you must be aware of your 
tone.  Everything should be said in a firm and calm, rather than hostile and confrontational, tone.  Another tip 
is to keep your language as descriptive as possible and to minimize the degree to which you make judgmental 
statements.  Descriptive language verbally portrays a situation, behavior, achievement, or feeling.  For 
example, you turn to Linda, who has just interrupted Faye while she is speaking, and say “I cannot concentrate 
on what Faye is saying while you are talking.  We will discuss this further in our after-class conference.”  

I learned very quickly that if I was not consistent 
in reinforcing rules and consequences, the 
students would sense a weakness and would 
exploit it.  I always attempt to make sure that 
whether it is the most difficult child or the most 
angelic, the consequence remained the same.  It 
protects you and your authority in the long run. 
 
Elisha Rothschild, North Carolina ‘01 
Youth Director  
Beth Israel Congregation 

A huge turning point in my teaching was that epiphany 
I had in my first year of teaching when I realized that I 
could have a much more powerful effect on my 
students’ behavioral choices when I spoke to them in 
a neutral tone, instead of in a condemning fashion 
when they in fact made poor choices. Speaking to my 
students this way helped them to realize that when 
they didn’t meet a classroom expectation, it wasn’t 
simply about “breaking a rule”: it was about making a 
choice that either hurt themselves or others in the 
classroom. It took the focus off of me as a teacher, 
and on them as a student, and what they could do to 
make better choices in the future. 
 
Charlotte Phillips, Houston ‘01 
Director, Alumni Affairs 
Teach For America 
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Judgmental language, which is often full of negative emotion, verbally labels behavior, achievement, or a 
person.  Notice the difference:  You turn to Linda, who has just interrupted Faye while she was speaking, and 
snarl, “Don’t be so rude!  We’ll be discussing your poor manners after class.” 
 
Descriptive language focuses everyone on the learning task and specific situation, and avoids labeling 
particular students as “smart,” “slow,” “well-behaved,” or “problem students.” In other words, you address 
the behavior, not the student.  In situations in which a student misbehaves, descriptive language allows you to 
assert your authority while maintaining a positive relationship with the misbehaving student.   
 
Let’s see how the three keys to successful implementation of consequences play out in the following scenarios:  

Student Behavior  Your Response 

During silent independent work, Nicole 
turns around and says something to Kia.  
Kia simply shakes her head and continues 
to work.  You catch Nicole’s eye and write 
her initials on the board, signifying a 
warning.  Ten minutes later, Nicole is 
turned around in her seat again, talking 
audibly to Kia. 
 
Later, Kia turns to her left and says 
something to Miwa. 

“Nicole, because you chose to turn around and talk to Kia after my 
warning, you have chosen to stay after class for three minutes once 
everyone else leaves to explain what is preventing you from focusing.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
You write Kia’s initials on the board. 

You notice Chris stealthily eating chips 
during your explanation of how to solve a 
second order equation.   

Once students are working independently on solving the equations you 
have written on the board, you walk over to Chris and quietly say,  
“Chris, because you chose to eat those chips in class you’ll need to 
stay after school so we can strategize about how to keep you from 
getting hungry during class.”  

You are walking the class down the hallway 
to the library.  You turn around and watch 
as Jenny lags behind the line, stopping to 
wave at friends in Mr. Farr’s class and do a 
little dance in front of Ms. Baker’s class. 

“Jenny, please get back in line and plan to speak with me when we arrive 
at the library.”  Once there, you speak to her individually.  “Because you 
chose to play in the hallway on the way to the library instead of walking 
quietly in the line, you have chosen to write a letter of apology to the 
teachers whose classes you have disrupted with your antics.  I expect you 
to deliver a letter to Mr. Farr and Ms. Baker by 3:30 today.  While in the 
library, I know you will make better behavioral choices.” 

During a whole group discussion, James 
answers a question.  After James gives his 
response, Curtis mutters, “What a fag.”  
The other students near Curtis laugh. 

“I am shocked that you would use such a hurtful word and that others 
would laugh.  Hurtful words, and laughing about their use, damage 
our goal of making this classroom a space where everyone feels 
welcome.  The word Curtis used, “fag,” is a hurtful word that refers to 
gay people.  We need to stop what we’re doing.  I’d like each of you to 
write a page in your journal that explains a time someone used a word 
that hurt you.  Then we will read some out loud..." 
 
Some students complain and say, "I didn't say any bad words." You 
respond, "that's excellent. This assignment should be very easy for 
you – you already know how hurtful language can be." 

During small group reading time, Dexter 
throws his book on the floor and exclaims, 
“This book is so DUMB!  Why do I have to 
read it?” 

You move Dexter’s clothespin to the yellow light and say, “Dexter, it 
sounds like you need a cooling off period.  We don’t treat school 
materials like that.  Please pick up your book and put it on the table, 
and then move to the timeout chair and fill out a behavior reflection 
form.  I’ll be over in a moment to discuss your frustration with you.”  
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These scenarios demonstrate consistent and respectful administration of consequences.  If you find that 
Nicole is constantly turning around and talking to Kia, you will want to work with her to get at the root of 
the problem – and to involve her in that process.  When she stays after class, you might have a 
conversation like the following:   
 

Teacher:   Nicole, I’ve noticed that in the past few weeks you’ve had a particularly hard time 
staying quiet when you are supposed to be doing independent work.  Today you 
repeatedly turned to talk to Kia.  Last week I remember you talking to Stanley.  I’d 
like to understand why this is happening. 

Student:   Well, I guess I just like to talk.  My grandmother always tells me I talk too much.  And 
today I had something I needed to tell Kia. 

Teacher:   I see.  Was it something that you could have told her during hallway time? 
Student:   Yeah, I guess. 
Teacher:   Ok, so how can we help you stay focused during the class period?   
Student:   I don’t know.  (teacher waits)  I guess…well, with Kia right behind me it’s 

really tempting to talk to her.  Maybe if I sat farther away from her, and 
couldn’t even see her, it would be easier for me. 

Teacher:   So looking at the seats in the classroom, there are empty ones here and 
here.  This one would put you far away from Kia.  You can move to this seat 
as of tomorrow. 

 
In the situation with Dexter above, you should seek to understand Dexter’s frustration with the book.  
Again, rather than just being punitive, you want to have a solution-oriented approach to student 
misbehavior.  “Empathetic listening” requires teachers to avoid taking student complaints personally (as 
we are often tempted to do) and instead focus on “hearing the intent and emotions behind what another 
says and reflecting them back by paraphrasing.”17  That conference might go as follows: 
 

Teacher:   You said the book was really dumb and seemed pretty frustrated that you 
had to read it.  (teacher paraphrases the student’s statement) 

Student:   Yeah.  I hate it. 
Teacher:   You sound like you’re not enjoying the book at all, Dexter. (again, 

paraphrasing) 
Student:   I’m not.  I can’t keep track of what is happening in it.  And I have to stop 

every two sentences to look up all these stupid words.  I hate it! 
Teacher:   It’s difficult to understand, and that bothers you. (paraphrasing once again) 
Student:   Yeah, and I’d rather read a book about aliens anyway.  That’s what I want to 

do my book report on. 
Teacher:   Well, there are a few other books in our class library that are about aliens.  

Let’s see if we can find one that won’t have as many frustrating vocabulary 
words. 

 
Remember, the ultimate purpose of your rules and consequences is to help your students meet your high 
expectations for behavior, which in turn will allow you to meet your goals for academic achievement.  If 
you find that you are implementing consequences more than you are reinforcing excellent behavior, you 
may need to reflect on whether your consequences are purely punitive and not solution oriented.  For 
“Questions to Consider When Consequences Don’t Work,” see the Classroom Management & Culture 
Toolkit (p. 37), found online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet. � 
 

                                                 
17 Woolfolk, Anita.  Educational Psychology. New York, NY: Allyn & Bacon, 2001, 466. 
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Building a Sense of Community 
Chapter Five 
I .  Establishing a Respectful Tone 
I I .  Establishing a Bond With and Among Your Students 
I I I .  Creating a Community That Values All Students 
I V .  Helping Students Resolve Conflicts 
 
Introduction 
 
Javier feels like his teacher treats his limited English proficiency as an inconvenience.  When Kenisha 
does not turn in her homework, the teacher hardly bats an eye.  Josh has a learning disability, and his 
assignments are so mismatched with his strengths and current performance level that he feels at a 
complete loss.  In her article “Invitations to Learn,” Carol Tomlinson profiles these three students and 
summarizes their problem in school with one word: affirmation. 19 
 
Josh needs to know that he is “accepted and acceptable” for who he is, Tomlinson argues.  Javier needs 
to be listened to, a challenging feat for the teacher when there are dozens of children to listen to, but 
important nonetheless.  Kenisha needs to feel like someone cares, even when she appears to shun this 
attention.  They all want to know they are successful and capable.  As the leader of your classroom, you 
are responsible for building an environment that meets your students’ needs for acceptance, belonging, 
and safety.  Certainly, the first four chapters of this text outlined strategies that help students feel 
“comfortable” in the classroom. Rules, consequences, positive reinforcement, procedures and consistent 
response to student misbehavior all contribute to a structured, predictable environment.   
 
However, building a classroom community in which every student feels secure reading their latest piece of 
writing, or respected and valued regardless of their gender, race, religion, sexual orientation, learning 
differences or any other personal characteristic, requires more than just the consistent implementation of 
your classroom management structures.  With this chapter, we address the fact that students not only need 
physical safety and security, but they also need social belonging and acceptance.   
 
Your classroom can be a place where Tracy seeks to verbally resolve the conflict with Kevin rather than 
smacking him on the back of the head; a community where Teela and Kimberly (the two “popular girls” who at 
the beginning of the year snubbed everyone) reach out and welcome a new student to class; an environment 
where Monroe spontaneously compliments Lester for his self-discipline rather than labeling him “teacher’s pet.”   
 
Teachers who create such a sense of community do so through proactive team building and through 
consistent, thoughtful reactions to incidents that make any student feel ostracized.  In addition, these 
teachers actively work to uncover and confront their own biases and prejudices.   
 
This chapter aims to help you think systematically about how best to build a sense of community and 
discusses what it will take to do this, through: 
 

� Establishing a respectful tone 
� Helping students bond with you and their classmates  
� Promoting an environment of respect and tolerance in which each individual feels valued  
� Helping students to resolve conflicts effectively   

                                                 
19 Tomlinson, Carol.  “Invitations to Learn.” Educational Leadership, 60:1 (2002), 6-10. 
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The result of all of this hard work is a classroom of students who – because their need to be a part of an 
inclusive, supportive environment is realized – will feel motivated to learn and work with you to reach 
ambitious academic goals. 
  
 
I. Establishing a Respectful Tone 
 
No matter what outward behaviors might suggest, your students care deeply that you think highly of them 
and can be profoundly affected by language that implies you do not.  As the authority figure in the 
classroom, it is your responsibility to remain “above the fray” and to maintain a tone of respect regardless 
of the behavior you might see in your students – whether it is directed toward other students or yourself.  

Remember that your own behavior should model appropriate 
speech and actions to your students.  If you expect them to 
use “please” and “thank you,” to refrain from eye rolling and 
teeth sucking, and to use a respectful tone when speaking to 
others, you must exhibit that same behavior.  That means 
thanking students for passing in their papers, refraining from 
sighing and rolling your eyes if there are multiple 
announcements during 3rd period, and always maintaining a 
professional, respectful demeanor with your colleagues. 
 
When interacting with your students, it is usually safer to err 
on the side of being “overly” sensitive to their feelings.  For 
example, teachers should exercise caution in using 
sarcasm, even in a joking manner, especially with younger 
children, English language learners or those with language 
disabilities.  Sarcasm may hurt students' feelings, damage 
self-esteem, or humiliate students in front of others.  
Because sarcasm is a large part of adult discourse, teachers 

of older students should explicitly point out any use of sarcasm while ensuring that they are not using it in 
a way that students may find hurtful.  Of course, your respect for students is displayed not just in overt 
ways, but also in subtle body language, speech, and tone.  For example, by speaking in your own natural 
voice, rather than yelling or using a condescending tone, you send the message that you respect your 
students as people.   
 
Remaining aware of your language and tone – including all the subtle nuances of what you say and how 
you say it – will be vital to creating and maintaining a mutually respectful relationship with your students.  
(A helpful exercise in monitoring your own tone is to audiotape your teaching sessions or to have a peer 
observe you.)  Another way to show students that you respect their thoughts and ideas is to ask them for 
feedback on the classroom culture and your instructional practices.  You might consider having a special 
box in your room in which students can place notes to you.  Be sure to respond and thank them for their 
comments.  You might also benefit from gathering students’ feedback in a more formal way.  For an 
example of a tool you might use, look at the “Sample Survey for Collecting Student Feedback” and the 
“Student Assessment of Classroom Culture” in the Classroom Management & Culture Toolkit (pp. 41-44) 
found online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet. � 
 
 

I turned my classroom into the “Peace 
Place” and expected that everyone would 
speak respectfully to each other.  And I 
constantly modeled “please,” “I’m sorry,” 
“no, thank you” and all those other cordial 
things until I thought I was going to die.  
Then one day out of the clear blue, Floyd, one 
of my most challenging students, used 
“please” and “thank you” in the same 
sentence.  Something got through... 
 
C. Allison Jack, Los Angeles ‘91 
Senior Program Director, Effective Practice 
Incentive Community 
New Leaders for New Schools 
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II. Establishing a Bond With and Among Your Students  
 
One of the most important things you can do to create 
a classroom community is to develop a strong bond 
with and among your students.  Remember that, 
according to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, belonging 
and self-esteem precede the need to achieve lofty 
goals.  For some students, a teacher's care and 
concern is the number one factor that influences their 
learning.20 
 
Building Strong Teacher-Student Relationships 
It will be important to take the initiative to learn about 
your students’ personal lives, interests, and goals.  
Seeking this information will show students that you 
value, respect, and care about them.  Additionally, this 
information will also allow you to be more purposeful 
in your instruction; recall that “students’ interests” is one of the factors to consider when designing your 
lessons.  Beyond relying on informal conversations and formal surveys, it can be invaluable to plan 
systematic ways to get to know your students outside of the classroom environment.  Your strategies will 
differ depending on how many students you teach and how old they are.  The following section provides a 
starter menu of strategies you might pursue to build strong relationships with your students. 
 
Attend student activities 
� Attending student award ceremonies, sporting events, performances or other activities beyond the 

school walls demonstrates a genuine interest in students’ lives while providing you with a chance to 
see students’ strengths, personalities, and abilities that may not manifest themselves in the 
classroom. 

� Attending these events provides the added benefit of creating opportunities to speak with parents and 
community members, who will greatly appreciate your presence and demonstration of interest. 

 
Lead student activities 
� Becoming a coach or club sponsor can allow you to 

contribute to the school community in a new and 
important way and give you a different perspective on your 
students. With the principal’s permission and some 
outside funding, you could create your own after-school 
activity that matches your own talents and your students’ 
interests. 

 
Eat lunch with students 
� You probably want to avoid eating lunch with students in 

their own environment, as sitting down with students at a 
cafeteria table conveys the feeling that you are their 
“friend” and may hinder your ability to build a positive yet 
authoritative relationship with students. 

 
 

                                                 
20 McCombs, B. and Whisler, J.  The Learner-Centered Classroom and School. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1997. 

I set a respectful tone in my classroom by 
respecting my students and respecting myself.  
First, I always dress professionally.  I find that when 
I look my best, my students immediately respect 
me.  Second, I always greet my students by their 
names when they enter my room and ask how they 
are doing.  I never yell at my students.  I stay calm 
when I am speaking to them even when I am upset 
with their actions.  This way, we can have a 
discussion about their behavior as opposed to 
yelling at each other.   
 
Devon Keefe, NJ-Camden ‘04 
Educator, Camden High School 

Of all the wonderful advice I received from 
veteran teachers, I know this much is true: 
“Students don’t care how much you know 
until they know how much you care.”  
Attend their basketball and volleyball 
games, bring flowers to theatrical 
performances and choir concerns, 
participate (even as a visitor) in after-school 
clubs.  Not only will you create a lasting 
bond with your students, but you will begin 
to develop a stronger sense of connection 
with your community as well.   
 
Erin Mack Trapanese, RGV ‘04 
Assistant Principal, West High School, 
Denver Public Schools 
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� However, inviting students to eat lunch with you in your classroom as part of a club or special “lunch 
time jam session” allows you to really connect with students one-on-one.  These interactions will 
often reveal student characteristics that cannot be revealed in a classroom of thirty students. 

� You might develop a process where you meet with students on a regular basis and post a sign up list 
to schedule each student. 

 
Send personal notes to students 
� At the beginning of the school year, this can take the shape of a classroom welcoming letter and an 

expression of your vision for the upcoming year. 
� Post-it notes allow you to easily write notes on a more daily basis.  By writing the student’s name on 

the top and the message on the reverse (the adhesive side) you can put notes on student desks without 
compromising confidentiality.  In classrooms with the same students all day, individual mailboxes 
provide the perfect space to deposit personal notes. 

� Throughout the year student notes can reinforce classroom successes, support students through 
personal struggles, or send best wishes through a birthday card or a welcome back card for a student 
that has been absent. 

� Additionally, many new teachers find it personally beneficial to recognize the positive aspects of each 
student in personal letters or notes. 

 
Allow students to contact you outside of school with school-related questions 
� Many teachers have strong feelings about not allowing students and parents to contact them outside 

of school.  However, most teachers who decide to provide their home or cell phone number (and ask 
that they not be called later than a certain time) report that this privilege is rarely abused and 
facilitates teacher-student and teacher-parent relationships. 

� Even if you don’t want to give students the opportunity to call you outside of school, you should call 
home periodically to speak to parents and ask to speak quickly to the student as well.  That way you 
can encourage them to do their homework, address any questions, and tell them that you’re looking 
forward to seeing them in school the next day. 

� Several corps members report that they print out their contact information on card stock and then 
attach magnetic strips to the back.  They give a magnet to each of their students’ parents to put on 
their refrigerator. 

 
Use a suggestion box 
� As mentioned above, students feel respected and valued when they have input in classroom policies, 

curriculum, and culture; providing a suggestion box creates a space for student contribution.  This 
strategy is most powerful when suggestions are discussed, perhaps in a classroom meeting, and 
changes that would produce a more effective classroom setting are made.  For example, some 
teachers hold weekly class meetings to address suggestions and concerns.    

� Note that there is a fine line between encouraging student feedback and undermining your authority 
by appearing uncertain about how your classroom should run.  Discuss classroom improvements in a 
controlled, confident manner. 

 
Celebrate birthdays 
� Students of any age know that you are thinking about them beyond the classroom when you 

acknowledge or celebrate their birthdays – with songs, cards, or special privileges for the day. 
�  However, be sensitive to the fact that some cultures and religions do not celebrate birthdays. 
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Join in physical activities 
� Students enjoy teacher participation in physical activities, such as playing basketball with students 

after school.  Not only is it enjoyable for students to see their teacher in another context, but if you 
enjoy sports, it could be an opportunity for you to relax. 

� If possible, work with other colleagues to develop friendly student–teacher athletic events, such as a 
teacher-student soccer game. 

 
Join in school and community events 
� Your school will hopefully have (or perhaps you will initiate) numerous events that will invite teacher 

participation and foster teacher-parent interaction, from back-to-school nights and PTA meetings to 
school service projects and fundraisers.  These events give you the opportunity to further deepen your 
relationships with parents.  Being able to share compliments about Angela’s recent story project with 
her aunt at a bake sale or city hall meeting, and later mentioning that to Angela, will foster your 
relationship with both Angela and her family.   

� In addition, you can find out about non-school events – sometimes connected to places of worship, 
community centers, or neighborhood associations – that draw a lot of your students; participating in 
these gatherings shows that you’re making an active effort to get to know them outside of the school 
context.   

 
Take short field trips on Saturday, Sunday, or school holidays 
� Many corps members report success with taking small groups of students on short field trips on 

weekend days or school holidays.  This might include taking four students to the zoo, a movie, or an 
athletic event as a reward for excellent behavior, 
impressive effort, or exemplary achievement.  
Often, parents are interested in coming along too.  
Of course, be sure to check with your school 
administration and obtain written permission from 
parents before even inviting students.   

 
Reach out, especially when it’s difficult 
� There are some children who go through school all 

day without having heard a positive thing said to or 
about them.  It is your job to go out of your way to 
find encouraging things to say to everyone – 
especially to those students who do not tend to 
receive any positivity from others, or who rub you 

the wrong way.  Even if you are simply complimenting the student’s haircut, find a way to establish 
positive channels between the two of you and to show the child that you find him or her unique and 
special.   

 
Building Strong Student-Student Relationships 
When members of the class know each other well, they are far more likely to value and respect each 
other and to feel valued and respected.  However, don’t assume this will happen naturally just because 
students come from the same middle school or live in the same neighborhood.  The following list 
provides strategies you might pursue to build strong relationships among your students. 
 

Your school is a community within an even greater 
community.  Kids play sports, go to church, go 
shopping.  I attend many games and concerts, 
family outings, and live near my school.  Living in 
or close to your community is essential - I bump in 
to my kids and their parents at the grocery store.  
Living in and becoming involved in my community 
has led to some very strong bonds with my 
students.     
 
Christopher Ruszkowski, Miami ‘03 
Site Manager, The New Teacher Project 
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Employ getting-to-know-you strategies 
� On the secondary level, you can have students interview each other using set questions that you 

develop as a class.  Then, have students present their partners to the rest of the group.  The questions 
can serve a curricular function, as well: “share one way in which you use science in your everyday 
life,” for example.  

� These strategies are probably most effective at the beginning of the year, but it is also important to 
employ some of these strategies when a new student enters the classroom.  While you certainly can’t 
repeat the entire getting-to-know-you process utilized at the beginning of the year, consider assigning 
the new student a mature and welcoming “buddy” who will help introduce him or her to other 
students.  

 
Utilize team-building activities 
� The best team building activities that contribute to a culture of achievement are those that require students 

to work toward an academic goal of some sort.  Rather than simply having students work together to untie 
their “human knot,” you might have students work in small groups to build a clay boat that holds the 
greatest number of pennies with out sinking (as part of a unit on buoyancy and other forces).  The 
Classroom Management & Culture Toolkit contains a list of team building and other beginning-of-year 
activities (pp. 45-46); this Toolkit is found online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet. � 

 
Create a safe, respectful place for ongoing conversation 
and communication 
� Some teachers set one or more weekly or even daily 

meeting times to share news, recognize individuals 
who have exemplified the expectations of the learning 
community, and check in on how members of the 
classroom are feeling.  This strategy may be more of a 
regular occurrence in an elementary classroom since 
these students spend the whole day with one another. 

� It is very important to set rules for class meetings to 
ensure the environment is, in fact, safe and respectful 
(e.g., only one person talks at a time, everyone else 
listens, confidentiality is expected, no put-downs of self 
or others are allowed).  For specific strategies to utilize 
in these “class” or “community” meetings, check out 
the Classroom Management & Culture Toolkit (pp. 47-
52: “Implementing Community Meetings”). � 

 
 
III. Creating a Community That Values All Students 
 
Fostering a sense of community among students depends on creating a space in which all students feel 
valued and no students feel marginalized because of their personal identity.  As we all know from 
personal experience, social acceptance is a basic human need, and during childhood and adolescence, 
the need for peer approval is particularly strong.  Students can be marginalized for a variety of reasons, 
perhaps because their race or ethnicity is different from others, because of weak social or academic 
skills, because of physical appearance, because of perceived or real sexual orientation, or because of 
family background.  It will be important for you to take proactive steps to build a classroom environment 
based on tolerance and respect.  Accomplishing this end requires that you: 

On the first day of school I began sending home 
“community bags” with two students each night.  
They could fill the bag with two or three things 
that were important to them, bring them back to 
school, and share them with the class.  The 
community bags did a lot to teach us about each 
other.  Dymond brought in pictures from her 
parent’s wedding that summer, Marcus brought 
in a toy truck that is special because his dad 
gave it to him, and Octavia (having very little to 
bring) brought in some autumn leaves that had 
fallen and talked about how she likes to play 
with her brothers and sisters in the leaves. 
 
Annie Lewis O’Donnell, Baltimore ‘01 
Vice President, Program Design 
Teach For America 
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� Deconstruct your own personal biases; 
� Engage and involve all students; 
� Teach tolerance; and 
� Respond effectively to insensitivity. 

 
Deconstructing Your Personal Biases 
Perhaps the first step in building a community that values diversity is to recognize and challenge your 
own prejudices.  Regardless of your cultural, ethnic, religious, gender, sexual orientation or racial 
identity, you cannot walk into a classroom free of stereotypes and assumptions.  Many corps members 
have been shocked to discover racism, classism, sexism, and other prejudices they thought they had 
deconstructed before, but which flared up in the heat and challenge of teaching.  Working through a 
prejudice as a university student is different from confronting it as a teacher.   Left un-checked, these 
stereotypes can impact the expectations you hold for your students and the way you communicate with 
them.  It will be essential for you to constantly reflect on your assumptions about your students and their 
families, recognize when your perceptions may be based on prejudice, and challenge these prejudices in 
order to break them down.     
 
Also, reflect on your biases about certain “kinds” of students.  When you were in school, did “the thug” 
make you angry and perhaps a little scared?  Did “the know-it-all” annoy you?  Did “the star athlete” 
make you green with envy?  You may feel your own 
teenage reactions bubble up within you when you see 
these qualities in your own students.  As the adult, 
the personal demeanors of your students must not 
influence the way you treat them; remember that you 
are caring for fragile children and adolescents. 
 
Here is one practical strategy for reflecting on your 
feelings toward each student:  read through each 
name in your roll book and consider what first comes 
to mind and how you act toward him or her.   Do you 
think of Devin as the “disruptive one”?  Do you treat 
her that way?  Do you groan in annoyance when you 
think of Juanita?  Do you ignore insensitive 
comments made to her?  Do you think of David as the 
“LD” student who requires all the accommodations? 
Do you send him that message when you dismiss 
him to the resource room?   Acknowledge your 
thoughts honestly, admit any inappropriate behavior, 
and work to establish a mental fresh slate with that 
student.  Verbalizing and working through your 
biases with a fellow corps member or someone on your regional staff is helpful. 
 
Elizabeth Cohen, a former Stanford University Professor of Education and Sociology, argues that all 
students have a kind of status in their class that is a reflection of the combined teacher and student 
expectations for that student.  She argues and illustrates through her research that even the best-
intentioned teachers can thwart the low-status students with their biases.  The following anecdote serves 
as an example. 
 

As a women’s studies major, I thought I would be 
acutely aware of the needs of all my female students. 
However, during a post-observation with my program 
director, I began to realize that I was giving the boys 
in my class much more attention—their rowdiness 
made me more apt to discipline and pay attention to 
them. Once my PD pointed out this trend, I 
immediately took steps to change. I began walking 
around with a spreadsheet of all of my students’ 
names and noting each time I called on them or gave 
them attention. This really helped me spread my 
awareness and focus on all of my students, 
regardless if they were rambunctious or shy. I 
noticed a major change in my female students as 
well, as now I was chatting with them more and 
giving them the attention they deserved.  
 
Cheryl Bratt, Greater New Orleans ’01  
Judicial Law Clerk, Eastern District of Pennsylvania 
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  Maria was the forgotten student in my class.  Quiet and well-behaved, she was a 
consummate survivor who slipped though all the cracks.  It took me three months to 
discover she could not read, and another two to have her tested and sent to special 
education classes for reading.  When asked to identify low-status students in my class, I 
had little difficulty coming up with Maria – once I remembered she was there. 
 I remember that year well.  A Stanford doctoral student was filming my students 
in order to help me recognize and treat status problems.  I was committed to this course 
of action.  An idealistic bilingual teacher, working in a class characterized by linguistic 
and academic diversity, I wanted all my students to learn. 
 My class was completing a series of cooperative science activities centered 
around the theme of light.  Maria’s group was constructing a color wheel, a device made 
with a circle of heavy paper or cardboard and a rubber band.  Students paint different 
color wedges on the circular paper, insert a rubber band through a small hole in the 
center of their ‘wheel’ and tightly twist the rubber band.  Theoretically, when they pull on 
opposite ends of the rubber band, the color wheel spins.  The purpose of the activity, of 
course, is for students to observe what happens to the different colors as the wheel 
spins. 
 I remember feeling harassed that day. The camera’s eye followed me 
relentlessly as I moved about the class.  Two of my seven groups were struggling, one 
with a cooperation problem, the other clearly confused by the directions for their task.  
Maria’s group looked like the least of my problems.  Most of the students had made their 
color wheels and were trying them out.  With a sigh of relief I took a moment to ask the 
group what new colors they had expected to create.  While the other students eagerly 
called out their predictions, Maria was silent.  She was the only student still working on 
her color wheel.  I suggested that the group test their predictions, observed a few more 
moments, and moved to the next group. 
 That afternoon I watched the tape of Maria’s group.  At first I didn’t see it.  Then it 
became too obvious.  No one in the group could make their color wheel spin.  The paper I 
had given them for the project was too thin and light.  Rather than spinning, the color 
wheels flopped uselessly side to side. I watched myself on the tape, oblivious to the 
problem, asking questions and reminding students to test their predictions with their 
color wheels.  Only when prompted to look more closely did I notice Maria, directly in 
front of me, carefully pasting circles of paper, one on top of another, to her color wheel.  
When she was satisfied with the thickness of the wheel, she twisted her rubber band 
tightly and sent her color wheel spinning. I watched myself look through her and walk 
away. 21 
 

Cohen attributes this tendency to look “through” certain students to a common bias that intelligence is a 
one-dimensional trait, rather than a multifaceted phenomenon that reveals itself in different ways and at 
different times in different students.  Remember, with all of your students, your expectations play a large 
role in their actual achievement, and it is important that you both hold high expectations for, and watch 
for examples of, academic mastery from all students.   
 
Beyond engaging in personal reflection, teachers often find it valuable to participate in workshops and 
seminars aimed at helping them become more sensitive to issues of diversity.  Moreover, perhaps the 

                                                 
21 Cohen, Elizabeth G., Diane Kepner and Patricia Swanson. “Dismantling Status Hierarchies in Heterogeneous 
Classrooms.” New Educational Communities: Schools and Classrooms Where All Children Can Be Smart. Ed. 
Jeannie Oakes.  National Society for the Study of Education Handbook, Vol. 94.  June, 1993. 
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most helpful strategy is to get to know your students and their families, which will help ensure that you 
are treating your students as the individuals they are rather than on the basis of any group perceptions.   
 
Engaging, Involving, and Valuing All Students 
As obvious as this may sound, it is difficult in practice to ensure that all of your students, regardless of 
individual differences, feel equally valued as members of the community.  Part of the challenge will lie in 
engaging those students who routinely appear to be left out in the cafeteria, on the playground, or in 
other social settings.  Another part of the challenge, 
as already mentioned, will be submitting yourself to 
the difficult self-reflection that might uncover your 
own prejudices and preferences so that you can work 
to mitigate those (sometimes subconscious) biases.   
 
 One practical way to actually measure your 
engagement of all students during class time is to track 
the students who participate.  Some teachers carry a 
clipboard with students’ names on it and put a check by 
the student’s name as he or she shares a response or 
gets to participate in a demonstration.  A quick scan of 
the list lets you see who should participate next or to 
whom you might direct your next question.   

 
You will also want to ensure that your classroom does not perpetuate gender stereotypes.  Do your 
students think that only girls should use the measuring cups at the kitchen station?  Do your students 
think only boys should help carry your 150 textbooks up from the storage room?  Look for opportunities to 
challenge their views, perhaps, for example, by inviting a male nurse and a female police officer to come 
and speak to the class if you’re doing a thematic unit on careers. 

 
Beyond ensuring that you are treating your students consistently and engaging them at the same levels, 
you will want to choose your language consciously to ensure that you are not inadvertently alienating 
some of your students.  For example, you probably want to use the term “family” rather than “parents,” 
as some students will live with extended family or other caretakers rather than their biological parents.  
You will also want to use language that does not exclude gay and lesbian relationships (for example, 
“spouse” or “partner” rather than “wife” or “husband,” “parent” rather than “mother” or “father”). 
 
It is likely, too, that some of your students themselves are gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgendered, or at 
least attempting to understand their sexual identity.  Homosexual students are more likely than 
heterosexual students to report missing school due to fear, being threatened by other students, and 
having their property damaged at school.22  Because of their fear of being harassed or hurt, gay, lesbian, 
bisexual or transgendered students are less likely to ask for help of teachers or peers.  An article in the 
2001 Journal of Public Health states that adolescents in gay and lesbian relationships or those with 
same-sex attractions are twice as likely as their heterosexual counterparts to commit suicide.23  Studies 
of gay teens have shown that the overwhelming rejection and isolation they feel put them at higher risk 
for academic failure.  It is your responsibility to create a safe environment for all students, including 

                                                 
22 Garofalo, R., et al. “The association between health risk behaviors and sexual orientation among a school-based 
sample of adolescents.”  Pediatrics, 101(5), 895-902. 
23 Russel, S.T. and Joyner, K. (2001).  “Adolescent Sexual Orientation and Suicide Risk: Evidence from a National 
Study.”  American Journal of Public Health, 91, 1276-1281. 

It became apparent that most teacher supply stores 
did not sell pictures or posters with kids who looked 
like my students.  So we postered the walls with 
pictures of them doing their work, with their parents, 
at their sports events.  I also put books with 
characters that resembled them all around the 
room.  It was more original and a more fun room to 
be in.  
 
Cate Reed, DC ‘00 
Project Manager (via Broad Residency),  
Pittsburgh Public Schools 
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those who identify as homosexual.  Resources on “GLBTQ Issues in Education” are in the Classroom 
Management & Culture Toolkit (p. 53), found online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet. � 
 
Teaching Tolerance 
Even in ethnically homogenous classrooms, all classrooms will be heterogeneous in terms of students’ 
skills and abilities.  Each of your students will be at a different point in the continuum of learning, and you 
will need to set a tone of acceptance for those differences.  Also, whether or not you teach in a community 
where most students are the same race or ethnicity, it is common for students to have misconceptions 
about people different from them.  Successful teachers proactively teach the social and interpersonal skills 
that allow students to appreciate diversity – whether that diversity exists in the greater community or in the 
classroom itself.  To accomplish this, you’ll need to help children recognize instances of prejudice, 
discrimination, and stereotyping and determine appropriate responses to such attitudes and behaviors – 
and make sure you’re modeling appropriate behaviors yourself.  To help your students explore appropriate 
behaviors and responses to differences, consider using some of the “Take a Stand Role Plays” included in 
the online Classroom Management & Culture Toolkit (p. 54). �  You also might organize a pen-pal 
exchange with children of a different background – and raise the funds for a trip to meet them. 
 
Review your curricular material for opportunities to teach tolerance.  For example, reading and 
discussing books can be an excellent way to prompt classroom discussions about the diversity of 
cultures, traditions, and lifestyles in our society.  Books 
also help children to develop empathy by helping them to 
understand the points of view of other people.  The 
Toolkit in your Literacy text contains a list of 
Multicultural Books that students might read to expand 
their understanding of diversity (note – this Toolkit can be 
found online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet). � 
 
The book Starting Small: Teaching Tolerance in 
Preschool and the Early Grades relates how one early 
elementary teacher developed a unit on black-and-white 
art to help students break down negative associations 
with these colors.  “Whether they grasp the particular 
meanings or not, children hear the negative messages in 
terms like black eye, blackmail and black hole, in 
contrast with the positive associations of white knight, white collar and snow white.”24  After decorating 
her classroom with black-and-white drawings and paintings from different cultures, the teacher had the 
students create their own black-and-white designs.  “In the process, they learn that those contrasting 
colors are equally expressive and especially vibrant when used side by side.”25 
 
History lessons also provide rich opportunities to help students learn to recognize the impact of a lack of 
tolerance in contemporary society.  By studying the various manifestations of hate throughout our nation’s 
history, regardless of the specific identity or characteristics of the victims or perpetrators, you will be able 
to help your students understand elements common to all forms of intolerance and persecution. For 
example, you might have students research historical incidents of bigotry against particular groups and 
present their reports to the class. Students can discuss what these reports show about why some people do 
not accept individuals who are different than themselves, and what individuals, groups, and countries have 

                                                 
24 Teaching Tolerance.  Starting Small: Teaching Tolerance in Preschool and the Early Grades. Southern Poverty Law 
Center, 1997,  p. 92.  
25 Ibid.  

Social skills must be taught like anything else.  
We cannot assume that a student comes to 
school understanding how to resolve conflict, 
avoid fighting, or be respectful to other 
students.  We must lead discussions about these 
skills and directly teach them to students, 
providing modeling and opportunities for 
students to practice. 
 
Melissa Storm, South Louisiana ’94  
Senior Research Analyst,  
American Institutes for Research 
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done to respond to acts of intolerance.  You also might have students study legal cases dealing with 
discrimination to help students see that a person can disagree with something or feel that it violates your 
religion, and still respect it as a choice and advocate for the rights of those who are different.     
 
Beyond seeking curricular opportunities to reinforce the importance of tolerance, you can use current 
events to bring these lessons to your class.  Newspaper and magazine articles, movies, and television 
shows can all provide opportunities for classroom discussion.  If, sadly, a hate crime were to occur in 
your community, you should look for ways to denounce the crime and discuss the event with your 
students.  Similarly, hate incidents that are widely reported in regional or national media call for a 
response at school.  Discussions give students a chance to get the facts and consider ways they can 
respond.  To see how one corps member addressed September 11th and the ensuing stereotypes in his 
classroom, read “Building Peace” in the Classroom 
Management & Culture Toolkit (pp. 55-56) found online at 
the Resource Exchange on TFANet. � 
  
Responding Effectively to Insensitivity 
Your students may mock each other’s appearance, manners 
or style, or they may make negative comments that relate to 
an aspect of a student’s actual or perceived identity.  It can 
be difficult to know how to handle your students’ insensitive 
comments.  On the one hand, it is important to denounce 
insensitivity immediately, each time you hear it, so that 
students learn that such hurtful behavior is unacceptable 
and so that they know the classroom environment is safe for 
them.  Yet at the same time, it is important to address 
insensitivity without alienating the offending student; 
students will be more likely to learn to be sensitive if they 
themselves are treated sensitively.  This is a difficult balance 
to achieve and will require a great deal of critical thought 
before even entering the classroom.  With that in mind, here 
are some general guidelines:  
 
Do not allow insensitive comments to go unnoticed.  When you hear an insensitive comment, make a 
strong, positive statement to the full class about the importance of respecting others.  It is important to 
denounce insensitivity whether the speaker is joking or serious so that students learn that such speech or 
action is always unacceptable.  For example, if you hear unacceptable language, you might say, “That word 
is never acceptable in this classroom.  That is on our list of off-limit words and anyone who uses it must 
research the history of the word and explain to the class why it should never be uttered in this classroom 
community.”  Your response to insensitive comments will depend on the setting in which it occurs and the 
time you have available to respond.  For example, you will have less time to respond to an insensitive 
comment made by a student in the hallway as you walked by on your way to class (“That was a putdown and 
such language is not used at Riverside Middle School”) than if you heard the same comment while tutoring a 
few students after school (“That was a putdown…you may not have meant to be hurtful, but here’s how your 
comment hurt…Why did you say that?”).  However, in either situation you should respond.  
 
Recognize the teachable moment in moments of insensitivity.  When a student uses pejorative words or 
hate speech, you’ll want to determine whether the entire class would benefit from a discussion of the 
words’ offensiveness.  If a particular type of disrespectful language occurs frequently, it makes sense to 
address this with the entire class.  If you do address the entire class, work to create a situation that is 
more educational than confrontational.   

I realized I had a classroom issue with 
insensitivity when Pablo stood up and called 
Terani the “N” word.  I was so outraged I 
couldn’t speak for a moment.  I asked him to 
leave the room so I could calm Terani, as 
well as the class and myself, down.  I 
immediately called a community meeting, 
and we discussed what happened.  As a 
group we debriefed and came up with 
strategies to keep this from happening 
again.  My students were very sensitive to 
the issue and decided that we didn’t need 
name-calling to pull us down.  
 
Kathleen McManus, Phoenix ‘02 
4th Grade Teacher,   
Orange County Public Schools 
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Mobilize student support for eliminating insensitive remarks in the classroom.  Group or individual discussions 
about the effects of insensitive comments – how words can indeed lead to violence – can motivate students to 
discourage such behavior and provide support for victimized students.  Your response to insensitivity will 
model a proper response among the students.  Students can often recognize instances of injustice and may 
even develop a sense of genuine outrage that carries far beyond the lesson you present.  
 
Implement consequences for the offending student according to the classroom or school policies..  When a 
student participates in an insensitive or hateful action, there must be a consequence.  Depending on the 
severity of the situation, you can utilize a wide range of non-disciplinary corrective actions to respond to such 
incidents, including counseling, parent conferences, suggested community service, awareness training, or 
completion of a research paper on an issue related to intolerance, as well as disciplinary actions. 
 
 
IV. Helping Students Resolve Conflicts 
 
While you are working to develop a culture based on respect 
for others and in which students feel a sense of community 
and inter-dependence, it is important to realize that some 
conflict is inevitable.  Conflict happens in even the most 
collaborative environments and should be treated as an 
opportunity to learn about each other and deepen 
relationships.  It will be critical to teach students how to 
manage conflict so that they can realize these positive 
effects while at the same time ensuring that the conflicts 
don’t escalate into negative situations. 
 
Some schools and communities have adopted formal conflict 
resolution education programs that encourage students to 
express their points of view, voice their interests, and find 
mutually acceptable solutions.  These programs might 
involve peer mediation, in which students are trained to 
serve as mediators; or a process curriculum, in which whole 
lessons or courses are devoted to problem-solving skills.    
 
Whether or not your school has a formal program, you can 
bring the principles of conflict resolution into your 
classroom.  It may be a good idea to gain formal training in 
conflict resolution before trying to implement conflict resolution in your classroom.  Still, even if you do not 
have this opportunity, you can help your students manage conflict constructively by keeping in mind the 
following principles: 
 
Students who explain their actions to each other are more likely to create solutions.  Whenever possible, you 
should encourage students who experience conflict to step back and describe what happened and how it 
makes them feel using “I” statements.  Most teachers find it effective to have students first record their 
thoughts in writing.   After having time to calm down and reflect, students can then interact and work towards 
a solution.  The Classroom Management & Culture Toolkit contains a “Sample Lesson for Teaching 
Students to Use “I” Statements” (pp. 57-58); this Toolkit can be found online at the Resource Exchange on 
TFANet. � 
 

When conflicts arise in class, I ask the whole 
class, “How are we going to solve this?”  
Sometimes the whole class has to be involved, 
and we’ll sit in a circle and discuss the problem.  
Other times the students involved in the conflict 
go to the back carpet and talk it out.  My students 
have become so good at this that I usually just 
have to go check in with them to see how they’ve 
resolved it.  The key is getting the kids to buy into 
the shared vision of what they want our class to 
be, and then to really think about what it takes to 
make that vision a reality.  We have talked so 
much about wanting a classroom in which they 
have friends, people are kind to them, classmates 
help each other, etc., that they really want it.  
Having this shared vision helps us to want to work 
out conflicts instead of getting stuck on them. 
 
Annie Lewis O’Donnell, Baltimore ’01  
Vice President, Program Design 
Teach For America 
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For conflict resolution to work, students will need to listen actively.  Students on each side of the conflict need 
to feel that they are heard and understood.  Again, this type of active listening is something that should be 
taught and modeled.     
 
Encourage students to develop a set of options for resolving the conflict, and to choose the solution that is 
mutually beneficial.  If you encourage creative problem-solving, students will begin to see that there are 
mutually beneficial ways to solve problems that will allow them to work toward the classroom community they 
desire.  For a list of general “Teaching Peace and Teaching Tolerance Resources,” see the online 
Classroom Management & Culture Toolkit (p. 59). � 
 

Building a Culture of Achievement 
Zero Tolerance for Intolerance 
 
Katherine Smith (Delta ’02) knew that all students in her classroom needed to support one another before they 
could strive toward academic success together.  In an incident she relates below, Katherine made sure she didn’t 
just reprimand her students’ unkind remarks; she took simple but important steps to ensure it wouldn’t happen 
again. 
 
After the beginning of the year I was told that I would have an autistic student in my room for certain subjects. As 
much as I tried to create a culture of respect in my classroom, my students did make fun of this student by 
mimicking his behavior and laughing at times. I first began to counteract this activity by addressing it with my 
class when he was out of the room, and then by bringing in professionals who knew more about autism and could 
educate my students on his disability. Once my students knew more about why he acted a certain way, they no 
longer resorted to taunting him because their prejudices were broken down. It also showed them that I was 
intent that they be respectful to a diverse group of people besides each other. 
 

 
Conclusion and Key Concepts 
 
� Building a sense of community in your classroom is a key strategy for reaching your academic goals 

for your students.  Your students will not attempt to master challenging academic content, share their 
work in front of their peers, or resolve conflicts in order to remain focused on learning if your students 
do not feel safe, respected, and valued by you and their peers.  As the leader of your classroom, it is 
your responsibility to create an environment where students’ needs for safety and acceptance are 
met.   

 
� Teachers who achieve this level of community in their classroom utilize a number of techniques, 

especially preserving the dignity of students by asserting their authority with a respectful tone. 
 
� It is also fundamentally important to actively build relationships between you and your students and 

among your students.  To do so, you might consider attending students’ activities outside of class, 
having students eat lunch with you, allowing students to contact you outside of school with school-
related questions, sending personal notes, joining in physical activities, joining in school and 
community events, utilizing a suggestion box, taking short field trips on the weekend or school 
holidays, and celebrating birthdays. 
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� It takes careful planning (and self-reflection that sometimes leads to uncomfortable revelations) to 
create a community that values all students. Teachers must deconstruct their own personal biases, 
as well as respond thoughtfully to incidents of insensitivity or prejudice in the classroom.  Many 
teachers choose to explicitly teach the notion of tolerance and the skills of conflict resolution.   
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Valuing Hard Work, Team Effort, and Academic 
Achievement  
Chapter Six 
I. Begin with a Shared Academic Vision 
II. Select Your Messages 
III. Reinforce Your Messages Over Time 
 
Introduction 
 
Recall the vignettes from the introduction to this text: 
 
“…if the field trip lasts all day, we’re going to miss all our learning time…can we at least bring flashcards 
on the bus?” 
 
Demanding 100 percent mastery communicated the value of persistence and the primacy of our academic 
skills.  Best of all, with all of the different ways to earn status at school, I was thrilled it was cool to be an 
expert. 
 
Some students who had passed the quiz already would come to the GOAL sessions in order to help their 
peers…It was pretty powerful.  Students would correct each other’s mistakes and gently encourage their 
peers to stay positive when frustration would set in. 
 
This chapter addresses the final piece necessary to create a culture of achievement in your classroom, 
the ultimate “end” of classroom management as discussed throughout this text.  Effective teachers like 
those highlighted in the introductory vignettes take “classroom management” a step beyond establishing 
rules, consequences, and procedures.  They consider classroom management to be much more than 
responding to misbehavior.  And they go beyond meeting students’ needs for acceptance and group 
membership by creating a respectful and supportive classroom community.  Indeed, it is entirely possible 
to create an environment in which students behave and feel respected and valued by others – and yet 
aren’t especially motivated to work hard or achieve significant academic goals. 
 
Teachers who effectively motivate their students to work hard and to achieve at high levels realize that 
within the four walls of their classroom they get to determine what they and their students will value.  
They are purposeful about the ideals they promote to their students, and they determine ways to package 
those ideals in ways students will understand.  They also recognize that they have the opportunity to set 
up structures in their classroom that reinforce what they value.   
 
Teachers who lead their students to significant academic gains do so by convincing students – and 
reinforcing whenever possible – the following three values:   
 

� Academic achievement is highly valuable 
� Hard work leads to academic achievement 
� Academic achievement requires a team effort 
  

This chapter aims to help you think systematically about how to relentlessly value academic achievement, 
hard work, and team effort with your students.  First, we will examine the ways in which you can develop 
an ambitious academic vision for your students to get them inspired to achieve at high levels.  Then, we 
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will explore how to select the explicit messages and values that will help students believe that they can 
attain your shared goals.  Finally, we will outline concrete steps to ensure you are “walking the walk” and 
that your classroom reinforces your values.  Those steps are to model your messages in your interaction 
with students, to develop class “policies” that reflect what you value, to establish motivating academic 
destinations, and to implement systems that reward achievement or progress toward your values.   
 
 
I. Begin with a Shared Academic Vision 
 
In order to establish a culture of achievement in your classroom, your students must yearn for more than 
simply passing your class.  They must develop a desire to gain enough knowledge and skills to catapult 
them onto a new track of academic possibility and opportunity.  Students need to view academic 
achievement as valuable and with inherent purpose.  You can foster this attitude by articulating a clear, 
ambitious goal toward which your students will work during the year.  
 
The Teaching As Leadership book outlines how you can develop a specific Big Goal in your classroom, 
based on the grade level and subject area you teach.   Each child in a second-grade classroom could rally 
around the goal of gaining two grade levels of growth in reading, which would give students access to 
whole new shelves in the library.  Each student in an A.P. Calculus classroom could rally around scoring 
a 3 or higher on the Advanced Placement examination, which would open both college’s and employers’ 
doors.  By communicating this goal to your class and consistently conveying how your daily work is 
making headway toward that vision, you can foster a sense of purpose, excitement, hope, and self-
determination among your students. 
 
The seventh graders in Sara Wernick’s (Bay Area ’02) writing class are working toward the Big Goal of 
developing a high-school level, five-paragraph response to literature that uses both direct and 
paraphrased evidence from the text.   Sara posted a ladder on one of her bulletin boards, placing an 
objective leading to this goal on each rung; once students master how to use evidence effectively, they 
can learn how to cite sources, for example.  Throughout the year, Sara refers to the class’s ladder as both 
an explanation of her daily instruction and a rallying cry for her roomful of scholars: 
 

When I introduce each unit, or if we hit a confusing place in the unit, I can point to the 
ladder and explain how what we're doing is relevant to reaching our Big Goal.  The 
students are excited about the fact that we're doing high school level work, and they're 
even pushing themselves (and me!) to reach our Big Goal by April rather than June.  
Although the “ultimate result” of the goal is yet to be seen, I know that having added a 
Big Goal to my classroom this year has instilled a sense of urgency and necessity in 
everything we do.  Rather than the students feeling as if their lessons are coming out of 
left field, working towards our Big Goal has meant a sort of continuity embedded into our 
curriculum that simply demands on-task behavior and a desire to achieve.  

 
Develop Motivating Academic Destinations 
In addition to the Big Goal that serves to encapsulate all of the work that your students accomplish during 
the year, you may find it effective to develop shorter-term “motivating academic destinations,” or 
authentic tasks, as discussed in the Instructional Planning & Delivery text.  Two essential characteristics 
of authentic tasks are that: 
 

1. The end result is something that excites students, and 
2. Students must utilize the academic skills and information they have gained throughout the unit, 

or the year, to produce the end result.  
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By establishing a motivating academic goal in your classroom, you are communicating a very important 
message about high expectations; you are saying that you believe in your students so much that an 
ambitious destination is worth pursuing.  Danielle Neves (Los Angeles ’99) shares how she bundles the 
knowledge and skills from her middle school social studies and language arts class into a motivating 
academic destination: 
 

I always try to provide a culminating unit activity in which students can use the skills and 
information they’ve learned.  For example, the first unit we do is called “Why Study 
History?”  I tell students that they are the superintendent of schools, and that their social 
studies teachers are arguing over the curriculum – some think teaching history should 
be stopped, others think it must continue, and other can’t decide.  As the superintendent, 
they must decide and present their argument at a press conference.  We then research 
and discuss arguments for and against studying history.  They write their speech in the 
form of a 5-paragraph essay because that is what they are learning in English.  They 
work in groups to rate each speech against a rubric and the most persuasive from each 
group is read before the class.  Everyone dresses up for the “press conference” and we 
videotape the speeches.   

 
One of the most difficult hurdles to jump as a teacher is convincing your students that the hard work they 
put into these authentic tasks actually matters – that the problems they solve, the writing they draft, or 
the issues they research have a purpose beyond your grade book and the abstract “Future” to which you 
keep referring.  “Who cares if it’s spelled correctly?” a child may say. “It’s only you reading it.”  
 
But quicker than you can say, “gee, thanks for the ego-boost,” 
you can create authentic tasks that open students’ work up to a 
broader audience.  This goes beyond the traditional art project 
on the bulletin board and into the realm of writing letters to city 
council members, companies, or school officials; making price 
comparison guides for families; developing a lesson to teach 
younger students; or producing a play or video that illustrates 
key concepts from recent lessons.  Students are much more 
likely to invest time and care into their writing, for example, 
when they know that someone else is going to view it.  If you can 
develop ways for your students to “go public” with their 
assignments, you will find them more conscious of their 
presentation – and more apt to see the connections between 
what they do inside school walls and beyond. 
 
One way to go public is to pursue a “service learning” project, in 
which you link your academic objectives to an initiative that 
meets a need of the community – such as establishing a garden that helps students see botany at work, 
creating a soup kitchen that requires students to maintain inventory, interviewing senior citizens to 
capture the unsung voices of the Great Depression, teaching civics to immigrants preparing for 
citizenship exams, or drafting and mailing brochures that highlight a community problem.  Each of these 
projects requires academic objectives to complete – and allows students to see themselves making a 
difference with the knowledge and skills they’ve acquired. 
 
 

I published books with my students on 
the history of our town during my first 
year and on hate crimes after 
September 11 during my second.  Those 
projects required my students to learn 
all sorts of researching and writing 
skills, and my students were very 
motivated because they knew others 
were going to be reading and using their 
work!   
 
Andrew Mandel, Rio Grande Valley ’00  
Vice President, Interactive Learning & 
Engagement  
Teach For America 
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II. Select Your Messages 
 

Once you have established and outlined a clear and ambitious vision for your class, you need to confront 
the fact that your students come to you with their own beliefs about learning and their ability or inability 
to succeed.  As explained in the Teaching As Leadership text, the self-fulfilling prophecy of high 
expectations, the two contrasting theories of intelligence, the influence of personal biases and societal 
stereotypes, and the effects of poverty have a significant impact on student motivation.  In some cases, 
students have internalized low expectations that society has had for them.  They have become convinced 
that intelligence and academic success are traits that one either has or doesn’t – and that they don’t.  
Some of the students you will teach may have adopted this theory of “fixed intelligence” and therefore 
don’t believe that intelligence and academic success are accessible to them through hard work.  
 
To counter these beliefs, you must celebrate and value effort, growth, collaboration, and other behaviors 
that support your goals of effecting significant gains in student achievement and of building a culture of 
achievement in your classroom.  To do this you must first package what you value in language that your 
students will understand and be able to internalize – essentially manifesting those values in clear, 
comprehensible “messages.”    
 
In selecting your messages, identify the fundamental ideas you believe will help your students succeed in 
your class and ultimately in school and in life.  While it is important to ensure that the messages you 
develop are appropriate for your particular group of students, this text and others have shown us the 
general importance of the following ideas that might serve as a useful starting point: 
 
Value #1:  Academic Achievement Is Highly Valuable.   

� In order to help students realize the value in academic achievement, you might communicate that 
Academic Achievement = Opportunity. 

� At KIPP Academies, students believe that academic achievement now will result in improved 
educational opportunities later, as they Climb the Mountain to College in 200X.      

 
Value #2:  Hard Work Leads to Academic Achievement. 

� The Teaching As Leadership text explains why the most successful students are those who 
recognize that academic success does not come easily.  True achievement requires hard work.  
Consequently, you might want to promote the message Effort Breeds Success.   

� Another subset of the “hard work” message is the notion that Mistakes are Learning Opportunities.  
It is essential that students interpret errors not as a sign of personal weakness but rather as an 
inevitable part of reaching their goals and an opportunity to deepen their understanding. 

� It is important that your students understand that they have the ability to succeed.  You might 
consider conveying some form of the idea You Have the Ability to Excel, which KIPP Academies do 
with the message ALL of us WILL Learn. 

 
Value #3:  Academic Achievement Requires Team Effort. 

� Effective teachers testify to the power of developing a sense of inter-dependence among students 
and of communicating the idea that We Succeed Together.     

� At KIPP Academies, every student has internalized the notion that Team Beats Individual.  As a 
result, students are inclined to monitor, push, protect, and collaborate with their peers.  Jaime 
Escalante used similar messages to make his students understand that each individual’s goal is to 
have the whole class succeed. 

� Several corps members have cited the success of the message Together Everyone Achieves More 
(which has the very convenient acronym, TEAM). 
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Valuable, too, are the suggestions of Jon Saphier, author of The Skillful Teacher.  He recommends that 
three short messages pervade every teacher’s classroom, regardless of grade level.  They are: "This is 
important!  You can do it!  I won't give up on you!”26 
 
In order to create a classroom culture in which students truly want and are driven to achieve, messages 
such as these will help you break through what many students currently believe about themselves and 
their potential.  These messages will help to communicate your high expectations, instill the theory of 
malleable intelligence, and convince students that hard work will, in fact, lead to success and greater 
opportunities.   
 
But even if you know you want to instill the mantra “effort breeds success” in your students, how do you 
actually convince Theodore that if he worked harder, he would be able to master the addition of fractions 
with unlike denominators?  How do you get students to reply, “From now on I’ll remember the difference 
between ‘there’ and ‘their’!”  How do you get Francisco and Rosalyn – two students that resist working in 
cooperative groups – to realize that together they will achieve more?  Your students won’t change their 
beliefs and celebrate and value what you do if you merely share your messages with your students.  
Rather, you will need to think of yourself as a marketer. 
 
 
III. Reinforce Your Messages Over Time 
 
In this section, we turn to several strategies for ensuring your classroom reflects the messages you are 
trying to send.  Those strategies are to:    
 

� Model your messages in your behavior around and interaction with students 
� Market your messages 
� Develop class “policies” that reflect what you value 
� Implement systems that reward achievement or progress toward your values 

 
Model Your Messages 
If you want students to believe that hard work leads to success, you need to model hard work yourself.  
That might mean making yourself available before school and for after school study sessions, or by using 
every second of class time productively (by refraining from “filling time” with games of Tic Tac Toe or 
Seven-Up, for example).  Students need to see you working hard and feel your sense of urgency in your 
interactions with them.   
 
For students to believe that mistakes are an opportunity for growth, you need to show that you believe 
that as well.  Avoid simply telling a student that his answer is wrong, or even quickly giving him or her the 
correct answer.  Instead you might ask, “What led you to that answer?” or “How do you know that is a 
good answer?” Use the mistake to explore the student’s thinking and eliminate the source of the 
confusion.  If you make a mistake when grading a test, writing on the board, or responding to a question, 
admit it and model how you plan to avoid that same mistake in the future.  In response to her own 
spelling mistake (spinal chord), Margaret Cate (DC ’98) thanked the student who noted her error and later 
posted the piece of paper on which she wrote the proper spelling twenty-five times.  She explained to her 
students that looking at and writing the word multiple times helped her internalize the proper spelling for 
the future.  In sum, you need to practice what you preach.   
 
                                                 
26 Saphier, Jon and Robert Gower.  The Skillful Teacher: Buildling Your Teaching Skills.  Acton, MA: Research For 
Better Teaching, 1997.   
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Market Your Messages  
Marketers spend their time thinking of ways to get their audience to internalize the desired message and 
act accordingly.  They think of clever slogans and visual images, plan events and rituals, develop 
promotional contests, create symbols or mascots to give personality to their messages, and so on.  You’re 
the chief marketer in your classroom, and you’ll want to think of every creative way possible to reinforce 
what you value and want to celebrate with your students. 
 
The following strategies, while no means comprehensive, give some starting ideas.  You will need to think 
about what makes the most sense given your content, grade-level and community.   
 
Establish a Class Name, Theme, or Motto 
Class names, such as “The A+ Class” (which reinforces the value of achievement) or “The Helping Hands 
Classroom” (which emphasizes collaboration and teamwork) allow you to shape your class identity as a 
whole.  As a way to communicate that your students have the potential to go to college while also 
encouraging hard work, you might name your room “The College Prep Class.”   You might invest students 
(especially very young students) in a class name by allowing them to brainstorm and vote on a name, even 
if their choice doesn’t convey a specific identity, such as “The Super Sonics.”  You can later guide students 
to delineate the characteristics that are true of a “Super  
Sonic,” such as perseverance, a positive attitude, and 
respect for others.  Danielle Neves (Los Angeles ’99) 
thought her middle school students would recoil at a 
classroom name but established “Excellence” as her 
classroom theme.  At the beginning of the year, she and 
her students talk about what excellence is and looks like in 
the classroom – considering everything from interaction 
between students to the quality of finished assignments.  
They write down what excellence will mean in their class 
throughout the year, and constantly refer to their 
“Excellence is…” poster at the front of the room.  Class 
mottos, such as “There are no shortcuts” can be written on 
every assignment, test or quiz.  Brent Maddin (South 
Louisiana ’99) has his high school students write “No 
Excuses” as part of their heading on every paper. 
 
Implement Class Chants 
Although most common at the elementary level, class chants are another effective way to market your 
messages.  Preston Smith (Bay Area ’01) reinforces the message that mistakes are learning 
opportunities by teaching his first grade students the following class chant, “__________ made a 
mistake, but that’s ok, because as long as he learns from it, we say hurray!”  Sara Cotner (South 
Louisiana ’00) uses a teacher-student call and response.  Teacher: A+ Attitude.  Students: Work Hard.  
Get Smart.  Sara also has her students recite the A+ Class Pledge every morning in unison.  That class 
pledge reads as follows: I pledge allegiance to the A+ Class at J.A. Hernandez. I will do my best at all 
times. I am here to learn and get smart. I will make myself, my family, and my teacher proud. I will 
always be respectful, responsible, and ready to learn for my sake and for the sake of those around me.  
Rachel Schankula (Delta ’98) now the Vice President of Program Design at Teach For America, had her 
students recite the following class creed:  
 

I believe in myself and my ability to do my best. 
   I am intelligent.  I am capable of greatness.   
   I can learn.  I will learn.  I must learn. 

I decided to call my students “scholars” 
because the word embodies what I want my 
students to be.  I call them scholars all the 
time.  When a student turns in an excellent 
piece of work, I say, “Now this is work from a 
scholar.”  When a student misbehaves, I say, 
“Remember, you’re a scholar.  Scholars 
interact respectfully with their peers.”  I 
decided what I was going to value and 
celebrate in my room, and I constantly use the 
term “scholar” to reinforce that. 
 
Preston Smith, Bay Area ‘01 
CAO, Rocketship Education 
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   Today, I will listen.  I will speak.  I will see.   
   I will think. I will feel.  I will reason.   
   I will read, and I will write. 
   I will do all these things with one purpose in mind: to do my best.   
   I am too smart to waste today. 
 
Create Visual Displays 
To communicate the importance of respect and collaboration with others, you might create an Acts of 
Kindness Wall or a T.E.A.M. (Together Everyone Achieves More) display where you post supportive things 
you’ve seen your students doing or assignments where students have collaborated to produce a high 
quality product.  To communicate that success is achieved through hard work, an elementary teacher 
might create a big red train engine on one of his walls where he hangs up pieces of work that represent 
tremendous effort and accomplishment under the title “The Engine That Could.”  You might hang banners 
that present your messages in catchy slogans such as “There Are No Shortcuts,” “Team Beats 
Individual,” or “Work Hard. Be Nice.”  (All three of these are slogans utilized in the KIPP Academies.)  You 
may recall that Jaime Escalante paced a large sign in his classroom that read “DETERMINATION + HARD 
WORK + DISCIPLINE = THE WAY TO SUCCESS.” 
 
We asked Mike Feinberg (Houston ’92), who co-founded KIPP, to reflect on the rationale and success of 
KIPP’s use of these “messages” with students: 
 

Students need to be set up for success before we place high expectations on them and 
hold them accountable to meet those expectations.  Whether it is an academic skill or a 
preferred behavior, we need to reverse engineer from the goal to uncover all of the 
ingredients necessary to achieving the goal.  Then we must ensure that all of these 
ingredients are present in our teaching.   
 
At KIPP, the teachers have realized that before students can DO the actions we want 
them to do, they first have to be able to SAY those actions.  Therefore, those actions and 
expectations need to be taught, explained, and constantly reviewed in our classrooms.  
By saying the actions and expectations, the students acknowledge the existence of this 
particular expectation, buy into the fairness of its existence, and realize their 
responsibility to maintain it.  At KIPP, this translates into “Say it, do it.” 
 
Now, saying an expectation such as “work hard” or “be nice” is a great starting point.  
Getting students to agree with the importance of those phrases is another important step.  
As we’ve learned in our professional development efforts, however, teaching a concept one 
time to children does not guarantee mastery.  We need to reach and teach from many 
different angles, and we need to review previous work in a spiral form to ensure long-term 
mastery.  This is why KIPP has plastered its campuses with various sayings, slogans, 
values, rallying cries, and expectations.  It is our assurance that all of our children are 
constantly bombarded by our positive expectations and values throughout the day – they 
hear it in class and they see it wherever they happen to look (even when they’re off task �).  
On day one each year, we begin teaching such concepts as: 
 

1. Team always beats individual. 
2. There are no shortcuts. 
3. Work hard.  Be nice. 
4. Climb the mountain to college in 20XX  (XX = the graduation year) 
5. Focus. 
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6. Be the constant, not the variable. 
7. Actions speak louder than words. 
8. Time and Place. 
9. If you can’t run with the Big Dogs, stay on the porch! 
10. ALL of us WILL learn. 

 
…and many more to create productive classroom environments.  These slogans and 
expectations are on the walls in our classrooms, are painted onto our sidewalks in 
between our modular buildings, hang from the ceiling over our covered walkways, 
decorate the windows in our front entrance, are on our letterhead, are on our bumper 
stickers, are on the students’ uniforms, and if I could hire planes to sky-write these 
slogans, I’d do that, too �.  Children at KIPP are expected to learn, understand, and 
always remember what we ask them to do, and when they do the right thing, good things 
happen.  A daily reminder is one small way that we as teachers make sure our students 
are set up to succeed. 

 
The KIPP Academies would be the first to admit the danger of class 
names, slogans, or visual displays that have no reality behind them.  If 
students in the “Helping Hands Classroom” never work with a partner 
or in collaborative groups, or are never affirmed for supporting their 
classmates’ achievement, that class name will probably ring false to 
students.  Imagine if you hang a banner that reads “Try, Try, Try Again: 
Effort Breeds Success” and yet when Chantelle asks to retake the test 
on which she got 62%, you respond flatly, “No.  What you got is what 
you got.  You’ll just have to study harder for the next test.”  Translating 
your values into messages and packaging them in a way that students 
can understand is one thing.  Securing the reality behind those 
messages is another key piece.  As any good marketer will tell you, 
you can’t send messages effectively unless there is a reality behind 
them – you must “walk the walk.”   
 
Develop Policies that Reflect What You Value 
Here’s how to walk the walk.  If you want students to see mistakes as opportunities for improvement, you 
should allow, if not require, students to retake an assessment on which they did not demonstrate 
adequate mastery of the objectives.  This assessment should address the same objectives but in a slightly 
different way.  You might also create a “Mistakes Wall” in your classroom where students can post their 
imperfect work with notes about what they learned from those mistakes.  To show students that hard 
work does lead to success, you should ensure that your grading system includes the higher grade on a 
re-done assessment or incorporates homework completion as part of an effort grade.   
 
Some elementary teachers have their students develop “I Can” cans (simply a decorated coffee can).  
When students master a skill, they write that skill (“I can multiply fractions” or “I can write a friendly 
letter”) on a strip of paper and put it in the can.  Later, if students are struggling to master a new skill, the 
teacher can say, “Remember when you couldn’t add, subtract, or multiply fractions?  Now look in your “I 
Can” can!  Soon you’ll be adding strips about how you have mastered decimals.”         
 
To reinforce the idea that student inter-dependence will lead to greater achievement for everyone, you 
might have students work in collaborative groups where everyone is responsible for one piece of a 
complete project.  As Kristin Bourguet (South Louisiana ’99) related, you might keep a large chart of your 
learning goals and cross off the goals once everyone in the class has demonstrated mastery of the 

Every mistake a student makes HAS to 
be fixed so that the student learns from 
it.  Nothing is “done” until it is perfect.  
Even in first grade, I’d just hand it back 
with a circle around it and the students 
would have to figure out how to fix it.  In 
my grade book, I’d keep track of the 
first and last attempt. 
 
Justin May, Greater New Orleans ’00  
Second Grade Teacher,  
Addison Northeast Supervisory 
Union 
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objective.  If you wanted to demonstrate how each student can contribute to a collective goal, consider 
doing some sort of play or performance as a class.  Debrief afterward, highlighting the importance of 
each character and stagehand.   
 
Implement Systems That Celebrate What You Value 
As we discussed in chapter two of this text, Creating and Implementing Effective Rules and 
Consequences, students need to know when they are meeting the desired expectations.  Then, it was in 

the context of how to give positive reinforcement for appropriate 
behavior.  Here, we discuss positive reinforcement in light of how 
students are internalizing and manifesting the values of hard 
work, team unity, and academic achievement.   
 
Because most students do not have the maturity or self-discipline 
to work entirely from intrinsic motivation, teachers often integrate 
various extrinsic reward systems into their classroom.  Realize 
that relying solely on extrinsic motivators sends students the 
message that tangible rewards are the ultimate goal, not the 
academic achievement.  If you discover that you are relying solely 
on extrinsic rewards – that students are only on task if you tempt 
them with a cookie or more points in the class challenge – you 
should reflect on whether your values really permeate your 
classroom through effective marketing, modeling, and motivating 
instructional strategies.  Essentially, teachers should view 
extrinsic motivators as a bridge to intrinsic motivation.     
 

With the above caveat in mind, here are some basic, but not necessarily obvious, rules for establishing 
and maintaining systems of extrinsic rewards:   
 

� First, ensure that students are working towards a reward that is motivating to them.  While the 
examples of positive reinforcement in the following table are a good starting point, it is often 
helpful to ask students what they would find exciting.  They are sure to have lots of good ideas for 
what would motivate them to work hard!  “If we had a party, what kind of food would you be most 
excited to have at the party?”  “If you could spend 30 minutes on Friday afternoon doing exactly 
what you wanted to do, what would you do?” 

� Next, create a system with a positive, rather than negative, root.  For example, a system where 
students achieve X reward after earning Y points for being on task is infinitely more successful than 
a system where students achieve X reward for wasting less than Y minutes over the course of a 
month.  The former allows you to “catch students being good,” while the latter system sets up a 
divide between you and the students because you are keeping track of what they are not doing well. 

� Then, establish a system that allows every student, group or class to receive recognition for 
reaching a certain threshold.  Do not pit students or classes against each other when competing 
for the reward because some students might give up easily.  

 

I have tracking charts for everything – 
fluency, mastery of multiplication, 
addition, subtraction, number of books 
read, attendance, homework completion, 
etc.  I did it because I wanted my students 
to be constantly aware of their progress.  
I talked with individual students about 
putting in more effort to improve certain 
areas.  When their hard work led to 
success, I made sure it was well 
documented as proof. 
 
Jenny Tan, Los Angeles ‘00 
Elementary School Principal,  
Clark County 
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� Finally, and most importantly, execute these reward 
systems flawlessly. If you have determined that every 
Monday morning you will read the list of “Top Dogs” 
(students who completed all of their homework from 
the previous week) with great fanfare from the 
colorful list posted on the door, you must make that 
colorful list and read it, every Monday morning, with 
just as much fanfare each time.  If you decide that 
anytime you put students in collaborative groups for 
an extended period you will pick a “star group” at the 
end of the activity and the rest of the class will do a 
special cheer for that group’s effective collaboration, 
you need to identify your most effective group and 
lead the class in that cheer each time.  If you 
determine that you will send home a positive note or 
call parents every time a student receives a 100% on 
a test, you need to do that…you got it, every time.   
You must never miss an opportunity to celebrate the success you told your students you valued; 
failing to celebrate a level of success you told students was celebration-worthy or neglecting to 
laud a specific behavior that you told students was laudable will quickly wilt your students’ desire 
to achieve those levels and exhibit those behaviors. 

 
The following table lists some examples of how you might motivate your students and celebrate their 
success: 
 
Strategy Explanation 

Class 
Challenges 

� Many teachers recognize exemplary student behavior, participation by usually shy students, 
dramatic improvement on tests, and 100% homework completion with class points.  These 
systems harness the power of adolescent peer pressure.  “Well, if it’s for points, I’ll share…”  
“I don’t want to let my team down, so I’ll stay up and complete the homework…”  

� Set a threshold that the class must meet within a certain time frame (six-weeks, for example) 
and then celebrate success once the threshold is reached.  

� This basic strategy works equally well for elementary teachers with a self-contained class and 
secondary teachers with multiple classes of students.   

The Peace Pole 

� To reinforce students as they interact respectfully and peacefully with each other, you can add 
a block to the “Peace Pole” for each consecutive day without tattling, fights, disrespectful 
comments, etc.  Once the pole is 25 blocks high, you can celebrate with a predetermined 
reward. 

Earn a  
Class Pet 
 
 

� Have students brainstorm possible class pets and then vote, in the beginning of the year, on 
whether they want fish, a hamster, a turtle, etc.   

� Once students have reached the goal that you have set for them (perfect homework 
completion from everyone for fifteen days, bathroom breaks that take 5 minutes or less for 3 
weeks, etc.) you and a few students can take a trip to the pet store. 

� You might find that the local pet store is willing to give you the pet and starter supplies for free 
or at a discount.    

Students would stop by my room first thing 
Monday morning to see if I had put up the 
Top Dog list yet.  I would often see students 
standing in front of the wall, counting the 
number of lists they were on for the quarter, 
pointing out their names to friends, and 
encouraging other classmates to “get their 
names up there too.”  At the end of the year, 
I was just going to throw the lists out, but the 
students wouldn’t let me.  We actually had to 
raffle them off.  Making that Top Dog list was 
on my to do list every single weekend.   
 
Margaret Cate, DC ‘98 
Selection Associate, Teach For America 
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Strategy Explanation 

Guest Speakers 

� Consider the reflections of secondary science corps member Kristen Bourguet (South 
Louisiana ’99): “Creating a positive rewards system that aligned with my belief that all 
students can continue their education after high school was very important.  Often I would 
reward students with candy, but I realized I was not showing them the opportunities that 
awaited them outside our fence.  Using a guest speaker from a local program was an 
excellent way to show them both my appreciation for their hard work and an opportunity that 
they could experience post-graduation.” 

Build a 
Bookworm 
 

� Create book report forms in the shape of a large circle (you might have a space for title, 
author, publisher, number of pages, description of main character, basic conflict in the story, 
and resolution).  Every time a child reads a book, he or she should complete a form and have 
an interview with the Bookworm monitor (either yourself or a student who has been taught to 
ask questions about the book).   

� After the interview, the Bookworm monitor tapes the form to the growing “Bookworm” on the 
wall. As soon as the Bookworm’s tail comes around to touch his head, the class earns a pre-
determined reward. 

Popcorn Party 

� A popcorn party is a very inexpensive way to celebrate student success, and early elementary 
corps members report the effectiveness of this strategy. 

� Similar to the class challenge, the teacher places a few kernels of popcorn in a jar as 
recognition of, for example, excellent behavior and respectful, encouraging comments during 
a community meeting.  Once the jar is full, the class has a popcorn party. 

Class Feasts 

� At the end of each unit, Cecily Feltham (Los Angeles ’99) and her third grade students throw 
an “Authentic Feast, ____________-style” (the style being Egyptian, or Mesopotamian, or 
whichever culture they had been studying).   

� Any student who passes the end-of-the-unit exam and submits an excellent “If I Lived in 
___________” project can attend the feast, where they have a party the way that civilization 
would have.  At their Egyptian-style feast they listened to Egyptian music, ate Egyptian food, 
wore Egyptian clothes, and played Egyptian games.   

Paper Chain 

� To motivate students to follow the class rules even when not in the classroom, Crystal Taylor-
Perry (Atlanta ’00) adds a link to a paper chain that hangs from the ceiling every time her class 
receives a compliment or good report when they are away from her (for example, at a special 
or at lunch).  Once the chain reaches the floor, the class has a pizza party. 

Student of the… 

� Although you want to emphasize teamwork and group success, it is also important to offer 
individual recognition.  You might have a Student of the Week for any student who completes 
all of her homework and never has to change her color card. 

� In Sara Cotner’s (South Louisiana ’00) class, students who hold on to their 100 points for the 
entire week (90 points come from behavior and 10 from homework completion) are Star 
Students for the week, and they earn one Dazzling Dollar that can be used to purchase things 
like Line Leader for the Day, a maze worksheet, five minutes of show and tell, etc. One student 
is selected to be the Special Star Student of the week. At the end of the month, she takes the 
four Special Star Students out for ice cream. 

 
The Classroom Management & Culture Toolkit (found online at the Resource Exchange on TFANet) has 
examples of positive reinforcers (p. 60) that can serve as rewards for individual students or the whole 
class. �  As you consider how you might implement these motivational systems, keep the following 
caveat in mind: a good teacher thinks of specific things that will motivate specific children.  An effective 
coach knows he sometimes needs to deliver slightly different pep talks to each key player in order to spur 
them to strive tirelessly in the big game.  A strong political leader knows and appeals to the values, 
feelings, and interests of her constituencies when crafting new legislation.  And a successful teacher 
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constantly discovers more and more of what makes each student “tick” and uses that information to draw 
out and motivate him or her.  You discover that Ayodele eats up the Animorphs series and that Kenneth 
could spend days drawing cartoon characters.  You learn that Sheldon is the star of the basketball team 
and has a deep respect for his coach. 
 
What do you do with this information?  You use it.  You read Animorphs: The Pretender and you discuss it 
with Ayodele after reviewing spelling words with her after school.  You help Kenneth improve his 
paragraph writing by asking him to write about the pictures he draws.  You meet with Sheldon’s coach 
and invest him in your academic and behavioral goals for Sheldon.  In a nutshell, you determine the 
interests, values, fears, dreams, and influential relationships of your students and you differentiate your 
motivational techniques for each student in your class.  This isn’t an easy task.  Getting to know what 
makes a student tick takes time.  One of the best ways to get a jumpstart on finding out what students are 
interested in, whom they admire, and what tangible reward they might be willing to work towards – all 
insights you can utilize to motivate them to work hard – is to administer a student survey at the beginning 
of the year. 
 
Just as we ended your Instructional Planning & Delivery text with a message of differentiating your 
instruction to meet the needs of your students, we cannot overstate how critical it is to remember that we 
teach individuals.  Building a culture of achievement involves managing group dynamics, but it also 
requires serving the needs and desires of every student in the room.  By taking the time to listen to your 
students, you can develop a stronger grasp of how you might tap into your students’ experiences and 
opinions to develop in them an infectious desire to reach new academic heights. 
 
Conclusion and Key Concepts 
 
Throughout these texts, we emphasize the direct correlation between leadership skills and teaching.  
Teachers are leaders, of their classrooms, their schools, and their communities.   As a strong leader 
moving your students toward the class’s ambitious academic goals, you should think of every way you can 
to rally and motivate them.   
 
 First, develop an academic vision for your classroom to help students see what they will accomplish 

during the year.  Excellent teachers develop motivating academic destinations throughout the year 
that require students to use many of the competencies they’ve developed. 

 
 In order to convince students that they can achieve the yearlong vision, reflect on what you will 

celebrate and value in your classroom.  It is especially important that you help students realize that 
hard work will lead to success and the importance of collaboration in reaching your class goals.   

 
 You should then translate these values into clear, recurring messages that are reinforced through 

class names, themes, mottos, chants, or visual displays.  You must think of yourself as a marketer 
and maximize every opportunity to convey your values. 

 
 You must ensure that your classroom reflects and reinforces your values – that your students 

experience a reality behind your messages.  To do that, you should model your messages in your 
interaction with students, develop class “policies” that reflect what you value, establish motivating 
academic destinations, and implement systems that reward achievement or progress toward your 
values. 
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