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Her name was Mudder. She loved Guiding Light, collards, and snuff, and she was my grandmother. Mudder stood right at five feet, but when she placed her hands on her hips, she was the tallest person in the room. She was definitely a lady who didn’t put up with any nonsense, and she was respected by everyone around her; poor be the person who had to learn that the hard way. As I grew up, she lived with my family and had a strong impact on who I am today. She’s one of the reasons that I feel so strongly about these fifty-five expectations I have of my students, as well as all people. She, along with my parents, gave me a true southern upbringing, which included respect, manners, and an appreciation of others. In addition to those ideals, I was shown how to enjoy life, take advantage of opportunities, and live every moment to the fullest. I was very fortunate to be surrounded by family members who were excellent examples of how life should be lived and not taken for granted.


Once I became a teacher, it became evident to me that many children aren’t exposed to the type of guidance and opportunities that I had when I was growing up. I have tried to set an example for my students and be a role model like my family members were for me. In my attempt to give them an outline or a guide to how life should be lived and appreciated, I compiled this list of lessons. Over the years of working with kids and watching this list grow from five rules to a handbook of life’s lessons, I have seen a remarkable difference in the way my students have held themselves, performed in school, and had respect for others.


I have used these lessons with much success with my students, but they are not only for children; most of the fifty-five items listed here can apply to anyone, young and old, from the housewife to the doctor, the politician to the waiter, and everyone in between. These lessons are about how we live, interact with others, and appreciate life, and, therefore, they speak to everyone.


I feel so fortunate to have had the opportunity to work with children firsthand and develop the list of fifty-five rules into what it is today. It is an extension of my upbringing mixed with lessons I have learned about life, along with some rules that I have felt the need to adopt in order to maintain order with my students and get them to achieve their potential. However, the rules are more than about getting kids to behave; they’re about preparing kids for what awaits them after they leave my classroom. It is about preparing them to handle any situation they may encounter and giving them the confidence to do so. In some ways, it is a fifty-five-step plan. The steps, however, are not sequential; they are all explained, practiced, and enforced from day one in the classroom. At the end of the year, I like to say that my students are “polished.” I know I can take them anywhere, put them in any situation, and present them with any lesson, because they are at a point where they are receptive to learning and eager to experience life.


The time I have spent with children and teaching them these lessons has been wonderful, and I can’t imagine doing anything other than teaching. That is ironic, however, because when I was growing up, being a teacher was the last thing I would have wanted to do. Going through school, I can remember having aspirations of discovering ancient tombs in Egypt, flying around the world as a field journalist, or going undercover as a spy in foreign countries. The thought of entering such a dull, unchallenging, and mind-numbing profession as education never crossed my mind.


When I was a senior in high school, I sat down with my parents and discussed my options for college. Both of my parents were very hard workers, but it was still going to be a strain for them to come up with the funding necessary to send me to school. I can remember my father saying to me, “Ron, that’s not for you to worry about. That is our responsibility. You just concentrate on your grades.” I loved them for the sacrifices they were willing to make for me, but I didn’t want to put them in a situation where they would struggle to make ends meet. Around that time, I heard of a program called the Teaching Fellows Scholarship. Recipients of the award have all of their college expenses taken care of if they agree to teach in North Carolina for four years after graduating. I had no desire whatsoever to become a teacher, but I knew that taking the scholarship would make things much easier for my family financially. I decided I would use the funding to pay for my education, but after graduating I would not become a teacher. I would enter another profession that would allow me to make enough money to pay back the scholarship. It was not a plan I am proud of, but it made sense at the time.


Throughout college, I found that my one true love in life is adventure. I was up for any type of challenge that came my way, and that certainly led me to my share of wild moments. I once ran across the field of a nationally televised football game with my friend Bri, wearing only boxers and painted purple from head to toe, as we were chased by a gaggle of police officers in hot pursuit. While working at Dunkin’ Donuts, and during a game of hide-and-seek, I hid in a warm, locked oven that was turned on, and because I had accidentally locked my coworker out of the building, I was almost cooked to death. Also, even though I am terrified of heights, I have bungee-jumped, climbed mountains, rappelled off cliffs, and parasailed behind a boat off the Atlantic coast. When I graduated from college, I realized I definitely did not want to teach. Actually, I didn’t want to work at all. Therefore, in search of more adventures, I moved to London and worked as a singing and dancing waiter. After six months of using my southern accent as a British tourist attraction, I left England and backpacked across Europe, finally ending up in Romania, where I stayed with gypsies who fed me rat, which made me so sick that I had to be flown home. My adventures certainly had their share of highs and lows, but even when I ended up sick, almost cooked, or in trouble with the law, the experiences were worth the costs, because I always walked away a stronger, wiser, and better person.


After I arrived home from Romania, my parents were extremely happy to see me, but I had no intention of remaining home for long. My friend Bri was going to live on the beach in California, and I couldn’t wait to move out there next. My mother, however, was willing to do whatever it took to get me to stay put. She told me of a fifth-grade teacher in our area who had recently passed away. It was a sudden illness, and her students, the faculty, and the entire community were affected by her loss. Now let me tell you, we live in the country, and the population of the town, Aurora, is about 600. You have to drive twenty minutes to get to a stoplight, and it is difficult to entice teachers to the school because of the travel it would require each day. Mom told me that substitute teachers had taken over the vacant teaching position for a month, and that the class had become very unruly. The school was about 75 percent minority and most of the kids were on free or reduced-price lunch. I felt sorry for the students, but I was not interested in taking over this class of demanding, high-energy fifth graders, many of whom had behavior problems and learning disabilities.


I told my mother there was no way in this world that I was going to teach at that school. She told me in return that if I didn’t at least talk to the principal, she and my father would be forced to stop lending me money to fund my adventures. The next day, I was the first person to arrive at Snowden Elementary School.


Even though I agreed to meet with the principal, I still had no intention of taking the job. My Aunt Carolyn worked there as a secretary, so I figured it would give me the opportunity to see her before flying off to California. Upon arrival, I visited with my aunt, and then the principal, Andrea Roberson, gave me a tour of the school and told me about the group of students I would teach if I accepted the position. She told me about how demanding the students were, of several with learning disabilities, and how I had to raise those test scores no matter what. I remember thinking to myself, “And this lady is actually trying to convince me to work here.” I did act interested, but my heart wasn’t in it. She then escorted me to the room that held the fifth-grade class. We walked in and there was a little boy, named Rayquan, sitting just a few feet from the door. He looked up at me with his huge, brown, round eyes and said, “Is you gonna be our new teacher?” I can’t explain the feeling that came over me; it was like an epiphany. The instant trust in his voice, the excitement all over his face, and his evident longing for stability called out to me. I knew that was where I was supposed to be. I looked back at Rayquan and said, “I think so.”


Before taking over the class myself, the principal wanted me to observe the substitute teacher. She didn’t want to just throw me in the class with no idea about what to expect from the group. The substitute in question, Mrs. Waddle, was an eccentric lady who always had a sandwich in one hand and whose matted wigs always seemed to lean to one side. On the first day I observed her, she became upset with a student who didn’t know the answer to a question. She proceeded to draw three small circles in a row on the blackboard. She then instructed the young man to place his nose in the middle circle and one finger from each hand in the outside circles. She left him there and turned back to the class and asked the question again. The next student got the question right, and she threw her hands in the air and proclaimed that she felt the Holy Spirit. She then sang an entire verse of “Amazing Grace.” Sitting there and watching this teacher for a week solidified more and more each day my desire to work with those students. They needed me more than I could have ever imagined. Before turning the class over to me, the substitute left me with one bit of “wisdom.” She looked at me and said, “You know, Mr. Clark, you’ll do fine. As long as you can affect the life of one child, you’ve been a success.”


To this day I do not like that quote. I feel we have to approach education with the determination to affect each and every one of our students. The mentality of achieving “success” after reaching one child isn’t enough. I approach each year with the knowledge that I have only one year to make a life’s worth of difference in each child in that classroom, and I give it everything I’ve got. I didn’t know much when I first entered the classroom and took over that class from Mrs. Waddle, but I did know my life was going to be different, because I was determined to give my students a different life, a better life. My time as a teacher had begun.


Over the next seven years in the classroom, my experiences were like a roller-coaster ride, with invitations to the White House, 911 calls, trips around the country with students, projects that garnered worldwide attention, and a major move from teaching in rural North Carolina to Harlem in New York City. Those events highlight my time spent working with children and my efforts to teach them these fifty-five rules. I have recounted many of the stories here. They show the highs and lows, successes and disappointments, and lessons learned along the way.


As you go through the list, there are some rules you may like and decide to use with students and children in your life, and there may be some that don’t inspire you. We all have different levels of tolerance when it comes to the behavior of children, and we all have different levels of expectations for ourselves and others. I offer these rules as suggestions, as tried-and-true methods that have served my students well. I hope you find them useful.















RULE 1





When responding to any adult, you must answer by saying “Yes ma’am” or “No sir.” Just nodding your head or saying any other form of yes or no is not acceptable.




Because I grew up in rural North Carolina, this one comes naturally to me, and it seems the obvious choice to come first. I feel it is one of the most important of all the rules, because it sets the tone for the type of respect I expect from my students. If you want children to respect you, you have to let them know it. Simply by telling them you want them to address you by saying “sir” lets them know the way you expect them to treat you. I also tell my students it’s a very useful tool when dealing with adults, and furthermore it also comes in handy for any adult interacting with another adult. Case in point: I was on the phone recently with the phone company discussing the inaccuracies of my bill. The lady I spoke to was not helpful and seemed annoyed. Then, in the midst of the conversation, I threw in a “yes ma’am,” and her entire attitude changed. She became far more helpful and easy to deal with, and she ended up cutting my bill in half, which was more than I had even asked for.


Some of my students in Harlem were interviewed for a chance to attend a high-rated junior high school. The school only had thirty openings for the following year, and twelve of my students were among the numerous kids across the city who applied for the spots. I practiced what the interview would be like with my students, and one main thing I stressed was, “Make sure you say ‘yes ma’am’ or ‘no sir’ no matter what!” Weeks after the interviews, I was delighted to hear that all twelve of my students had been accepted. When I talked with the admissions director at the school, the main comment he made over and over was how polite my students were in their interviews. It seems like just such a simple thing to do, but it gets results.














RULE 2




Make eye contact. When someone is speaking, keep your eyes on him or her at all times. If someone makes a comment, turn and face that person.




Keeping eye contact is something that many people find hard to do, but it is important when you are trying to get your point across to people and show them you are serious about what you are saying. For example, if you go in to talk to your boss and ask for a raise, he is going to be far more likely to take you seriously if you are looking him in the eyes rather than glancing downward. If you are making a business proposal, people will be more likely to trust you and believe in your ideas if they see that you are confident, sure of yourself, and making eye contact with them.


I spend a lot of time encouraging my students to make eye contact. In order to give them practice, I put the kids in groups of two. I then tell them that making eye contact when you make a statement gives what you are saying more emphasis and emotion. When you look away or down at the floor, it shows you aren’t sure of what you are saying and that you possibly aren’t telling the truth. I also tell them that I have heard that repeated glances to the upper left-hand side mean you are being dishonest. Once they are in their groups, I have them practice talking to each other, taking note of how effective they are at maintaining eye contact with their partners.


Making eye contact is not only a way to show confidence, but it is also an important way to show respect. In class, when a student is expressing an opinion, I make sure all of the other students turn and are focused on that individual. I don’t allow them to raise their hands to make additional comments until that person is finished, because, if they do, it looks as if they are more concerned with what they want to say than with the opinions of the speaker. I tell them to imagine what it would be like if they were trying to express a thought and everyone around them kept waving their hands. It would make them feel like their opinions had no value, and so, therefore, we don’t do it.


I can remember when I was in school that it was awfully hard to daydream while staring at the teacher. If I could focus on the head in front of me or on my pencil, I was good to go, but watching the teacher just took something out of it. Therefore, I make sure to have all eyes on me at all times. That way, as I’m teaching I can see the looks on the students’ faces and can tell if they are confused and lost or entertained and attentive. Also, since I am a very visual learner and teacher, I am constantly making motions with my hands and on the board, and I want the kids to follow along with me and know exactly where I’m coming from.


I have worked many a day in fast food. I’ve spent countless hours making the doughnuts at Dunkin’ Donuts and waiting tables at various restaurants. Serving the public can be a thrill, but it can also be torture when you have to deal with difficult customers. I can remember how I always liked it when people would look me in the eyes to give their order. It is far more respectful to look a person in the face. As they were leaving, I always expected them to say thank you, but many didn’t, and it baffled me. What were they thinking? Many who did say thank you just said it as they turned away or drove off. Why not take one second to look the person in the eyes and say thank you as if you mean it?


I try to get my students to practice doing this with various adults in the school who aren’t teachers. Often custodians, cafeteria workers, secretaries, and teachers’ aides aren’t considered worthy of the respect teachers get, and I work hard to change that image in the minds of my students. I explain to the students the role of each person at the school and how his or her job makes it possible for kids to get a great education. I then tell them that people work harder and with more effort if they feel they are appreciated and that they are making a difference. I make sure I model the type of behavior I expect, as I interact with all members of the staff in a friendly and respectful manner. It doesn’t take much effort before the students are following my lead, and the results are always obvious. When we go to the lunchroom, the students aren’t allowed to talk in the line, and when they get their food, they must look the cafeteria workers in the eyes and say “May I” when asking for anything. In turn, they always thank the lunchroom workers and tell them to have a good day. The workers always comment on how wonderful the class is and how much they appreciate the respect.


No matter how we are interacting with others around us and regardless of what we are saying, we will be taken more seriously and our actions will be much more appreciated if they come with eye contact.














RULE 3




If someone in the class wins a game or does something well, we will congratulate that person. Claps should be of at least three seconds in length with the full part of both hands meeting in a manner that will give the appropriate clap volume. (I know stating it that way makes me sound like a nut, but the kids love it.)




Think about a football or basketball game. What happens when someone scores a touchdown or makes a winning basket? The crowd goes crazy and cheers for that person. I think we should have that type of supportive environment and camaraderie in all areas where we have to work together to achieve goals, whether it be the workplace, the home, or especially the classroom. Any time people are given praise and rewarded for their efforts they are going to do a better job. That is obvious, but for some reason there are still parents who aren’t cheering their kids on and principals and other leaders who just aren’t creating the type of atmosphere where colleagues are celebrating each other’s achievements.


I try to set the example for my students of how a real team and family would support and applaud others’ efforts. On the first day of school, I give a speech that goes something like this:




Is there anyone in here who doesn’t like to be congratulated when they do something well? Of course not, we all do. Well, we are going to be a family this year, and families stick up for each other, they support each other, and they congratulate each other’s successes. That is the type of environment we are going to have in this class, and, therefore, if someone does something well, let that person know. You can simply tell that person, “Good job,” or you can applaud that person’s efforts. How you do it doesn’t matter, all that matters is that you make the effort to show appreciation for a job well done.





I then give the class examples of times when it would be appropriate to clap for other students. Sometimes it may happen after a good comment, a high test score, or an exceptional piece of writing. Also, if someone has a low score, we should still clap if that score shows improvement. We then go through a few role-playing exercises and practice clapping—yes, practice clapping. There can be no halfway clapping, as I call it. All of the students must clap in a way that shows respect and appreciation. Before I began to teach students how to clap, I would have half of the class clapping, a quarter of the class barely touching hands, and the rest of the class on some distant planet. After some detailed instruction, they were all on board.


Sometimes students start to clap for someone’s comment or score that might not necessarily deserve applause. The rule is, if a few students start to clap, we will all start to clap. Apparently, those who started to clap saw something they appreciated. It would be far worse to have only a few weak claps than for us all to clap for something that might not be worthy.


As one teacher in a classroom that contained thirty-seven students, it was near impossible to give all of the students the attention and praise they deserved. It made it a lot easier when I had a classroom of students who were constantly looking to applaud each other’s achievements. Acknowledgment from the teacher is always appreciated, but praise from a student’s peers can have a much greater impact.


Teachers who visit my classroom always comment on how I have my students’ grades posted around the room. This seems a bit unorthodox, because teachers are usually told to keep grades confidential in order to spare students’ feelings. I have found that sharing the grades with the entire class can be a very positive experience, in the right type of environment. First of all, I don’t post all grades—that would be impossible. I try to pick grades for assignments that all students, with effort, can do well on. Second, I try to pick assignments and grades that can be tracked over a period of time. For example, each night the students are given a reading assignment. The following morning, they are given a multiple-choice test (ten questions) on the assigned reading. I can grade the tests in less than five minutes, and I always have them ready to hand back on the same day. As I hand them back, I write the scores on a chart that will remain posted for the entire grading period. When I list the scores, I make a huge production out of it. I call the student’s name, pause for a couple of seconds, and then I shout out the score—if it is 100, at the top of my lungs. The class cheers and the student’s face lights up like crazy. A score of 90 will also receive claps and an 80 and sometimes even a 70 will receive claps if a student has shown improvement. The students love this, and they look forward to it all day.


Teaching and working in that type of environment is a positive experience and a lot of fun. I think people should try to recreate it in every classroom and workplace.
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