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Advance Praise for THE MAGICAL PLACE WE CALL SCHOOL





“Some day, a techie will invent a chip that can pre-install forty years of classroom wisdom into every new teacher or principal. Until then, we’ve got Dr. Kathleen Corley’s book.”


— LENORE SKENAZY, president of Let Grow, author of Free-Range Kids


“This is more than a book; it is manual or even a bible on the inner workings of elementary school education. The Magical Place We Call School should be required reading for school board members and a permanent fixture on the desk of every elementary school administrator, teacher, and parent.”


— ED HAJIM, non-executive chairman of HighVista Strategies LLC; Illinois Tech Board of Trustees; chairman emeritus of the Board of Trustees of The University of Rochester; past president of Harvard Business School Alumni Association


“Well done, Dr. Corley, for writing such a wonderfully engaging, personal, positive, and sage book about what schools can—and most definitely should—be about.”


— BRUCE MARLOWE, Ph.D., chair, Department of Education, University of South Carolina Beaufort













[image: The Magical Place We Call School: Creating a Safe Space for Learning and Happiness in a Challenging World, by Dr. Kathleen Corley with Glenn Plaskin. Forefront Books]










This book is dedicated to my all-time favorite human—my husband, the amazing Wayne Corley.










About the Cover


When I first saw Giuliano Giuggioli’s painting of the Coliseum (Il restauro, The Restoration) in a high-end gallery in San Francisco, I was transfixed. While I remember very little about what else was on display in the gallery, I vividly recall my feelings when I stood in front of this one—it was one of the most impactful pieces of art I had ever seen. Then it became even more fascinating when the gallery attendant told me the artist’s story.


Giuggioli’s earlier works were primarily dark, serious-themed pieces; clearly not ones that I would be drawn to in any way. But then the artist and his wife had a baby, and he began to see the world through his child’s eyes. That’s when he added the colorful children’s blocks—a sign of new life, energy, and exciting possibilities.


The reason I chose this painting of the Coliseum for my book cover, beyond the fact that it became a surprise gift from my husband, is that it has a similar meaning to me. Rebuilding the ruins of an ancient monument with children’s blocks is, in a way, what teachers, administrators, and parents do every day. We teach children to appreciate the wonder and beauty of the world as it is, but we also empower them with the skills they need to make it better and brighter. The use of brightly colored blocks to “renovate” the Coliseum imparts a feeling of optimism and hope for our children’s futures. It is that belief that makes school, when done right, “magical.”










Preface Stew’s On



EVERY DECEMBER, JUST BEFORE THE holiday break, our entire community of six hundred students at Red Cedar Elementary School in Bluffton, South Carolina, collaborates on the tastiest project imaginable.


In between classes, we go into the kitchen to whip up a version of Brunswick stew—a Southern dish with a tomato base. Typically, the ingredients include spinach, root vegetables, chicken, corn, and a touch of cayenne pepper.


Why am I talking about stew? Believe it or not, it’s one of the most effective community-building activities we engage in at Red Cedar. And the effort it entails is indicative of the lengths we are willing to go in order to sustain and fortify our school community. Whatever it takes.


It’s a holiday tradition that emphasizes unity and brings together students from ages five to twelve, all motivated by a sense of common purpose and fun. The adults don’t miss out either: teachers, administrative staff, and parents, among others, all pitch in to produce this massive batch of hearty goodness.


Let it be said, too, that we don’t just open a can. Instead, our fifth-grade math students gleefully take on the task of adapting a family recipe that typically serves five people into a recipe that yields seven hundred servings. As one ten-year-old smoothly noted for the local TV station covering our event, “Since the original recipe serves five people, we multiply every ingredient by 140, which is 700 divided by 5.”


Neither do we simply follow the ingredients list in a cookbook. Instead, we produce a customized blend—our very own Red Cedar Stew—with particular elements that consider the tastes of our student body. Indeed, because more than half of our enrollment is composed of Hispanic students, many from Central America and rural Mexico, we use spicy condiments at their request. Specifically, we incorporate lime juice, cilantro, cumin, calabaza, boniato, yucca, malanga, and plantain to create our signature soup. To complete the flavor profile, corn, potatoes, and chicken are added. This unique mixture is a metaphor for who we are as a student body—a wonderful blend of cultures and customs.


We spread out the work, assigning a different ingredient to each grade level. Students bring what they can, from a single potato to a can of tomatoes. (Full disclosure: we have never received exactly what we ask for from each student, so we supplement the student offerings with a last-minute run to the grocery store.)


Finally, armed and ready, we plunge into Chop Day, which we have gotten down to a science. A squad of dicers and peelers composed of moms and dads, staff members, local church volunteers, firefighters, and police officers cleans and cuts the herbs and vegetables. The most amazing aromas waft through the cavernous atrium of the school, drawing students like bees to honey.


Then Cook Day starts. Every year a local chef with superior culinary skills (who is nearly always a parent of one of our students) makes the roux and sautés the peppers and onions. When that is ready, he directs the loading of all the ingredients into the six Low Country boil pots that steam away over propane-fueled flames. The result is not just a huge amount of stew but also a sense of pride in our community, a feat that proves we can gather together, use our creativity, and celebrate the holidays as one.


In short, Stew Day is iconic. It offers a special break from the hard work of the classroom. After all, students spend seven hours a day learning new skills and subjects; their heads are exploding with information. The stew project allows them to decompress. They watch the preparations with sheer fascination. And they love asking questions and making suggestions as they eagerly await a delicious result.


During the chopping, which takes place in the atrium, the aromas are overwhelming, even spilling out to the adjacent areas of the school. While it is cooking, those of us close to those boiling pots can smell it outside the cafeteria doors, but the children cannot because it’s not safe to let them close enough to do so; they certainly can smell the stew when it is being served to them. By getting children out of the classroom and into the (outdoor) kitchen, we create something that is more than the sum of its parts. We create a spirit that is essential to our students’ well-being and social development. They feel better doing it. And so do I.


Driving home after the event, I take stock of the day: Whom did we help? Whom did we educate? Whom did we lift up? Whom did we make laugh? Whom did we coach? And what did I learn? All these questions are key to my mission as the school’s principal. Being an educational administrator is a job that has never been as complicated as it is in today’s pandemic-hampered world. Now more than ever, my prime concern is discovering what supports students and their teachers in every possible way, helping them feel comfortable taking the next steps in their learning and teaching.


And that’s why I decided to write this book. Over the course of a forty-year career, I’ve learned that my job as an educator is not to manage, dictate, and assess. It is to facilitate, inspire, and lead. It’s to set an example for the students and the adults in the building. It’s also to create the space each person needs to be the best they can be.


As I always say, nothing wonderful happens in the principal’s office. Rather, the magic happens in the classroom. Once a principal truly understands this, his or her overarching mission becomes clear: remove any and all impediments between good teachers and good teaching. It’s as uncomplicated as that.


But I didn’t say it was easy.





You will no doubt note in the pages ahead that Red Cedar is not a cookie-cutter school where the teachers are just going through the motions; it is a progressive elementary school where teachers inspire, motivate, and set clear boundaries within a warm, supportive atmosphere.


As I see it, a school principal is weighted with considerable responsibility: six hundred souls are under my care—seven hundred when you count the adults who ably share the responsibility of tending to the students. I feel determined to do the best I can for each of them. I’m also driven to meet and exceed the South Carolina Department of Education’s nine standards by which the performance of school principals is evaluated: vision, instructional leadership, effective management, climate (advocating, nurturing, and sustaining a positive, equitable school climate), school-community relations, ethical behavior, interpersonal skills, staff development, and professional development.1


To even have a shot at meeting these standards (which should, above all, include instilling in children a love of learning), a principal must first and foremost be a decent human being. I view my job as that of chief inspirer, motivator, cheerleader, quality control manager, coach, procurement officer, and construction-cone remover all in one. A principal should be willing and able to support teachers and students in any way possible.


In fact, I don’t consider anything beneath me when it comes to serving the school or student population, and I cringe at teachers and assistant principals who believe principalship is a high calling that shields them from getting their hands dirty.


One morning, for instance, when I was filling in as principal for about four months at another school, I discovered a burst water pipe in the boys’ restroom. As the custodian went off to fetch a wet vac, I mopped the water, directing it toward the drain on the floor to keep it from flowing into the hallway. Effective principals do such things. They believe in keeping it real.





As you continue reading about my enduring fascination with education, why teaching has been central to my life, and how the role of principal has changed over the years, I hope you will find greater perspective on the challenges we face today and the many novel and constructive ways in which we are always rising to meet them.


My career spans four decades during which various educational theories have gone in and out of fashion—and I’ve lived through every permutation. When it comes to studying and implementing the best ways to educate children, I’ve seen it all. (In a way I kind of hope I have; in another, I hope to see even better ways to do what we do.)


As someone who grew up in the 1970s, I’ll compare the old-fashioned “factory” model of learning to the 2023 model, which is vastly different from a one-size-fits-all approach. Yesteryear’s rigid structure and even more rigid application of discipline have yielded to a revolutionary progression in our understanding of students’ emotionality—what they need most and how they learn best. Make no mistake: I don’t advocate a lack of discipline and personal responsibility. On the contrary, I could write anthems to those qualities.


It’s just that in my view, teachers should be leading and inspiring rather than micromanaging and disciplining. (And teachers need the same latitude from the administration.) Communication and sensitivity are paramount. We must understand why children do what they do. If we want structure and discipline in the classroom, we must come up with a humanistic, nonpunitive approach that supports children rather than squashes them.


In order to assess the needs of any student, we often must have an understanding of what is going on outside the classroom—at home, with the student’s family. Of course, there are many positive stories in that realm. But I’ll also tell you about some of the startling things we’ve learned during our home visits, especially when we enter environments where children have fallen victim to the ills that often accompany poverty, from lack of supervision and inadequate nutrition to devastating whole-family struggles. No amount of discipline will heal the spirit of a child who continually lives in trauma.


I’ll discuss the transformation of our school culture writ large, brought about by computers, cell phones, Internet connections, and social media. The seeds of mobile-device addiction are surely planted in these early years. The convenience and magic of computers have advantages as well as drawbacks. I’ll share my opinion that it often feels as though children are growing up too fast, exposed to news and information they may not need or know how to appropriately process, feeling pressured to compete in a world that is purely image-focused. I’ll also offer our best practices to the extent that schools can help mitigate this reality.


You’ll read about teacher-parent relationships, in which open communication is critical to a student’s performance. There are many funny and sometimes harrowing stories teachers hear during parent-teacher conferences. In addition, because schools must use what leverage they can to inspire children to reach their maximum potential, I’ll tell you about various leverage techniques that work when it might seem like securing and retaining students’ attention is a pipe dream. I’ll also share with you a number of stories that reveal how important it is to match the right teacher to the job and how I work with groups of others to marshal our forces and create a team mentality.


I’ll tackle the subject of bullying, a harmful behavior that can negatively affect a child for years. As we all know, bullies can be aggressive toward children whom they consider “different,” whether because of their weight, mannerisms, a disability, or something else. We have to protect not only the targets of bullying but also educate the bullies, getting them to understand that what they’re doing is wrong. We must look into their minds and hearts to find out why, because every bully does bully for a reason.


I’ll also share the lighter side of life in an elementary school. I’ve always been a believer in the power of fun, and you’ll see the ways in which I’ve turned my own sense of playfulness into an asset.


The finesse and skill required by teachers today are beyond anything that was required decades ago. Our staff members must be jacks of all trades—counselors, nurses, confessors, and safety experts, all rolled into one. They do everything from teaching children how to tie their shoes to giving them nutrition and fitness information and instructing them about patriotism—not to mention teaching them reading, writing, and arithmetic. School staff members conduct fire drills, active shooter drills, earthquake drills, and tornado drills. Oh, and my principal colleagues and I are all crowd control managers. We have certificates to prove we passed that course.2


Not least important, we also have to be sensitive to parents’ politics, tiptoeing around hot-button issues and academic subjects that they may not want their children to learn about, such as the civil rights movement, equity in all of its forms, and various historical events. (Mind you, that does not mean we don’t teach those things; if it’s part of the curriculum, we teach it. But we need to be cognizant of the fact that there might be potential fallout when we’re simply doing our jobs.) As educators know, some parents want to scrutinize the curriculum and completely control what their children are learning. It’s not easy to navigate those treacherous and controversial waters, where virulent conflicting opinions eddy and swirl.


You’ll read some incredible turnaround stories—instances in which we’ve altered the destiny of a student by conveying the notion that we truly care, because we most certainly do. These stories just go to show that miracles happen. Students change as they mature. Talents develop in the most surprising way. It’s joyful to watch a student grow in understanding. Indeed, the last chapter of the book is my love letter to teachers, expressing everything I feel about the miracles they perform.


In the end, that’s what it’s all about. Caring. Nurturing. Listening. Observing. Teaching. And protecting children, especially in a world where school shootings are too common and where the weight of the world falls on children’s shoulders—even the tiniest of shoulders. I don’t think those shoulders were meant to carry the burden of adults’ fallacies, biases, and mistakes.


Most important, I want to leave you with my vision for the ways in which education can mold minds, teach values, and create the potential for productive careers and happy homes. In that sense, we teachers and principals are the parents of hundreds of children. We spend a lot of time together, much like a family, as we help them learn about the world. That’s our true mission, and it’s a wonderful calling.


I’m very much an optimist. When my golf ball lands behind the trees, I’m far more likely to take the low-percentage shot through them than take a drop or go around. While I’m often successful, my skill level in golf doesn’t always support those kinds of decisions on the links. However, I do carry that same anything-is-possible vibe into instructional leadership. I must. No matter how slim the odds, my team and I are going to make positive things happen for our students and their families.


As a side note, I offer my lifelong support of the Chicago Cubs. The same optimism that keeps me cheering for them leads me to seek out staff members who are not only fellow underdog supporters but also excellent educators. What are the odds of finding those two traits together? Fairly high, I’d say, speaking from experience.


I hope that something in these stories from the front lines will resonate with educators, teachers, parents, and anyone else who believes that education is one of the most precious gifts we can give. Like the top chefs and sous-chefs in the very best restaurant kitchens, our teachers and administrators are worthy of “Michelin” stars for education. Beyond helping the community make the humble ingredients in Red Cedar Stew taste sublime one day a year, they work in unison the rest of the school year to foster joy in the classroom, elevate our students’ experiences, and make a veritable feast of learning.


Our goal is always to make great things happen for children, even when obstacles exist and the odds are seemingly stacked against them. Some say that those odds cannot be overcome. I say, what do they know, anyway?




	
1 See South Carolina State Board of Education, “Expanded Program for Assisting, Developing, and Evaluating Principal Performance (PADEPP),” April 12, 2022, https://ed.sc.gov/educators/school-and-district-administrators/principal-evaluation/program-for-assisting-developing-and-evaluating-principal-performance-guidelines-2022.


	
2 We earned our certificates from Crowd Manager Training, a division of Fire Marshal Support Services LLC: https://crowdmanagers.com.













PART ONE Building Bridges











CHAPTER 1 Seeking and Knowing Every Child Has a Backstory



THE FIRST DAY OF SCHOOL.


Parents, as usual, arrive early and wait in the parking lot with their children for the 7:15 a.m. “Call to the Post” to play over the loudspeaker. These notes signal that it’s time to enter the school.


At 7:40 a.m., a second musical selection sounds. (Traditional bells are so ordinary.) This one alerts the students that it is time to go to their classrooms. Then a third series of notes follows at 7:45 a.m., telling everyone that it is time for class to begin.


We have programmed our PA system to play a clip of Aretha Franklin’s “Respect” at this final “bell” of the morning, not only to inspire and energize the students but also to send them the not-so-subtle message that they should treat one another and their teachers with respect. (RESPECT is our acronym for responsibility, empathy, self-discipline, positivity, effort, cooperation, and trustworthiness.)


By that time, around six hundred students have gleefully bounded into the school. Imagine the congestion of that crowd. If a drone were capturing the picture from above, the procession of little people would look like an orderly line of ants heading toward an apple pie on a picnic blanket! I love seeing all the new shoes, clean uniforms, bows on the heads of the littlest girls, fresh haircuts, and smiles for miles, all on display.


Most of the students would have already met their teachers the Friday before at a drop-in event, whereas others might have attended a “reveal” of classes the previous spring we call Taco-palooza—a warm-up for the following fall intended to build enthusiasm. Many have attended both events, increasing their anticipation for this day.


Even as a longtime principal, I’m nonetheless struck by how elated the students seem to be on the first day of school. They are happy to be together again—friends from different parts of town, for example, can see one another once more after a hiatus of several months. Most of the students’ parents are happy as well, delighted to see their children reunited with friends and perhaps somewhat relieved to have them out of the house. And, of course, I cannot overstate the collective energy of the teachers and support staff who have been waiting anxiously for this day to arrive.


But I’m always touched by the kindergarteners’ parents, who are often quite nervous about saying goodbye to their little ones. It can be heart-wrenching to watch. Sometimes at the parting, the child cries. The parents often cry, too, trying to hide their tears from their children and encourage bravery—their own as well as their children’s.


To smooth the handover on that first day, and perhaps on just a few after that, many of the parents walk into class to get the four- and five-year-olds comfortable with the school environment, assuring them that there are no monsters lurking in the corners of our giant hallways.


While helping their children find their seats at one of our bright, primary-colored tables, which are perfectly coordinated with the room’s walls, the parents also check out the toys and the cubbies where clothing is stored. Amid it all, the parents take lots of photos, making indelible memories of a landmark day in the lives of their children.


Meanwhile, our staff welcomes each parent one by one, assuring them that their children are going to have a spectacular first day. In short, we do everything we can to make this welcome back run smoothly.


And I must say that the youngest of our students adjust remarkably well. It isn’t long before most of “the littles,” as we call them, scramble into the classrooms, eager to engage with playthings and other novelties, while the older students cheerfully reunite with their teachers.


As for me, on that first morning of school, I am always in my usual spot for the 7:15 a.m. “Call to the Post.” I’m perched on the sidewalk just in front of the main entrance, playing a musical instrument, as if I were the Pied Piper. (I’m a former music teacher whose uncle owned a music store, so I’m facile on several instruments.) My choice one year was a flute. I didn’t play anything raucous—just jazzy, soothing riffs that I improvised on the spot. I know, as do most parents, I think, that I don’t need to be all that good on the ukulele or the sax or whatever I grab. I just need to share something that fits the event. Whether I’m playing at arrivals or departures, or some other school experience, I want students to ask me how I do it, because then I can offer answers such as, “I learned the same way you do—a little bit at a time. And I practice.”


Each day as I play, my eyes are focused on the children getting out of the cars, making sure, along with everyone else assigned to the task, that the ritual proceeds safely. I’m quite aware of the dangers of parents driving while juggling their cell phones and children hopping out of their cars. On rare occasions, a shy or fearful child will refuse to leave the car at all, and a battle of entreaties may ensue. It’s a three-ring circus, to be sure, but a safe one because everyone we can put out there, including and especially our school resource officer, diligently supervises this arrival process.


A sense of euphoria is often present on this first day. This was especially true as students returned for the 2022–23 school year. After the chaos COVID-19 had caused for the previous two years, everyone craved a sense of normalcy. In retrospect, perhaps we all took for granted the freedoms we had before that awful virus staked its claim on our lives.


Fortunately, as you’re reading these words, a large degree of normalcy has returned to school life. Our halls are filled with laughter, show-and-tell items, and fellowship, along with the sheer joy of some practical jokes. But of course, as they say, “stuff happens,” and we have to be ready for anything—which leads me to the topic of how children behave in school, no matter what the season.




Matthew’s Story3



Over the course of a long career, I’ve witnessed almost every variation of good (and not so good) child and adult behavior. And through it all, I often ask myself, Now, why would a child do that?


It’s the whys that are intriguing to me. I tend to be both intuitive and analytical, and I never settle for a surface understanding of a child’s behavior. Knowing the reason makes all the difference in how we approach the situation. Let me give you an example of what happened when I started out as a principal.


Matthew was a second grader who came to our school well after the academic year had begun. On his first morning, when he arrived by bus, I nodded at him and said, “Good morning.” A moment later, I was shocked when he pushed another second grader right in front of that bus just as the driver disengaged the parking brake.


The other child, Mark, wasn’t physically injured. But he was breathless with shock, clearly traumatized as we helped him to his feet. “Why did he do that?” the seven-year-old gasped. “I didn’t do nothing to him.”


Up until then, I had never seen a child wear a look of such sheer terror. The driver and I were just as frightened by the thought of what could have happened. In fact, had it not been for that very attentive bus driver and his quick reflexes, the morning would have been disastrous, and more than a few lives would have been forever changed.


In contrast to the panic I felt, Matthew’s emotional state was calm as it could be. He had the face of a poker player. Nothing in his eyes gave any hint of what had just happened.


When I took him aside to talk with him, I was met with a vacant stare. I gleaned virtually nothing about his possible motive. While attempting to draw him out, he was only marginally communicative.


As I would later find out, Matthew felt like an outsider—disoriented, afraid, and alone. He had been bounced around from school to school. Ours was his third in just one year, his fifth since first grade. That troubling information certainly sent up red flags, even for me—a rookie principal who had been in that role for only three months before the event.


I told myself that children are resilient. They can handle a move or two and bounce back. They adjust. But that is not always the case, especially if they’ve reached a saturation point.


After further probing, it was clear to me that Matthew was quite angry about the many moves he had been forced to make. He had so much inner turmoil, he was like a bomb ready to explode. And on that day, he was feeling quite triggered.


After some tears and a face-to-face apology to his victim, Matthew opened up and explained his situation at home. He told me that when his parents moved him from his first school to his second, they promised to let him keep in touch with his old friends. But they had not done that. By the time he reached the third school, feeling alone as he did, he no longer bothered to ask his parents to maintain the connections. Instead, in a poignant admission, he confessed that his plan was to “do something really mean” to someone in his class. The reason? “So nobody will be my friend, and I won’t miss anybody when I leave.”


Instead of working to make friends at his new school, Matthew consciously engineered a way not to make friends at all. He went to that extreme to send a message to his parents.


Shortly after I finished talking with Matthew, I sent him into a small room by himself where he was still within my sight and earshot. I wanted him to reflect on his actions. I then reached out to his parents, who first declined my request for a conference at the school. But they did come in the following day. They described Matthew as a generally passive, quiet, but difficult child who was certainly not physically aggressive.


As his mom said, “He wouldn’t consider hurting anyone. We can’t understand why he would do something like this. It’s just not like him.”


I conveyed my thoughts about how difficult it is for children to be displaced from one school to another and how that displacement can result in acting-out behaviors. I also mentioned that while a child may seem passive at home, he or she may behave quite differently at school.


We then talked about Matthew’s statement regarding his parents’ promise to let him stay in contact with his friends. Exchanging glances with each other, the parents then minimized the importance of Matthew’s connections to his former classmates. “I don’t think he cares about that,” his mother said. “And we don’t have time for that kind of thing.”


As I look back on it now, I know I didn’t ask Matthew’s parents the right questions. If I had the chance to do it over again, I would have asked,




	Don’t you worry about your son’s mental state?


	Do you wonder if he feels alone as a result of all the moves?


	Did you keep him in the loop regarding your plans?


	How would you feel in his situation?


	Have you connected Matthew with other families in the neighborhood or inquired about youth sports organizations in order to create a new life for him here?


	Would you reconsider helping him connect with his friends from his former schools so he might perceive his many moves as a benefit rather than a disadvantage—one where he gets to have friends in many places, not just one?





I believe I knew the answers to those questions without asking them. But a more senior principal would have asked them anyway to get the parents thinking about what was best for Matthew.


In the years to come, my experience and research would prove one indisputable fact: a child must feel a strong sense of his or her place in the family, the school, and the community. And when that sense of belonging is shaken, the emotional ground beneath the child falls away. He parachutes into a new environment not knowing what to expect or what is expected of him. Nor does he know how long he might be a captive in his new world until it changes once again.


Matthew had every reason to believe that his stay at our school would not be long, so there was little point in getting chummy with anyone. He might have conducted a kind of emotional cost-benefit analysis on the price of isolation versus the cost of making friends whom he would soon leave behind. In this case, he chose the former. The result was a profound sense of loneliness and detachment from his peers.


Matthew’s story is all too familiar. One of the most important tenets of early childhood education is the need to address the emotional needs of each child. If they’re attended to, then the student is ready for what the teacher has planned for the day. But without the anchoring effect of emotional well-being, academic skills will suffer, and a child’s concentration might be broken in one way or another. It is as if a child should be able to say to himself, even if he can’t put it into words, I am safe. I feel comfortable with the people around me, and I can interact positively with the other children in my class. I can predict what is going to happen throughout the day at home and at school.




“Maslow before Bloom”


One fundamental tenet of education is known as “Maslow before Bloom,” a phrase popular in academic circles. It refers to the work of the pioneering twentieth-century psychologists Abraham Maslow and Benjamin Bloom. The idea is that educators should meet students’ basic needs for safety and belonging before turning to challenging academic tasks.


Bloom ranked the complexity of cognitive abilities from lowest to highest in his taxonomy of educational objectives. These abilities are knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. He believed a person develops intellectually through those levels, all the while building the capacity to grow in knowledge, attitude, and skills. In the fields of education and psychology, the knowledge and comprehension stages of Bloom’s taxonomy has historically received the most attention.


Maslow’s hierarchy of needs outlines five tiers of human requirements: physiological needs, safety needs, love and belonging, esteem, and self-actualization. It is easy to see that it would be nearly impossible for young children to function effectively in school without their physiological needs being met—food, water, shelter, clean air, sleep, exercise, and clothing, at the very least. But not every student arrives at our door with even these needs fulfilled. Beyond that, each student must have a sense of safety and stability. The third tier, belonging, includes friendship, family, community, and connection. Esteem includes confidence, recognition, achievement, and respect. The last tier, self-actualization, is something that occurs when all the other needs are met.


It’s a tall order, to say the least. And you can see why “Maslow before Bloom” has become an educator’s mantra. Sometimes we slip and forget this. And sometimes a good reminder is necessary.





Matthew’s physical needs were being met, but his emotional needs were not. Worse, his parents did not realize it. I was so new to my job that I did little more than report this to them.


As threatening as Matthew’s behavior was that day, he gave me a great gift—educating me about the ways in which loneliness and alienation can lead to aggressive behavior, even in a so-called passive child. Nowadays, whenever one of our students (especially one of the new ones) behaves aggressively to garner negative attention, I think back to Matthew. And I encourage our staff to ask the probing questions I should have asked Matthew’s parents.


When it comes to new students arriving at our school, we do everything we can to offer a friendly, supportive environment, front-loading a sense of security for them so that they feel comfortable and welcome. Moreover, when we inevitably encounter students who are out of sync with the rhythm of an otherwise happy, positive, productive school culture, we know what to do.


Matthew taught me that we, as a school community, need to know about the history of each new student so that we can preemptively head off potential problems and ease the transition into our school. In other words, we have to know the journey all our students have traveled in order to understand the baggage they carry. Otherwise, we have no shot at understanding them. Put a different way, it’s not enough to chastise students for poor behavior. You must know why they behave the way they do and address the antecedents of their actions.


Matthew almost certainly thought he was alone—that he was on an island, stranded, with nobody to care about him and no way of connecting with anyone. Unfortunately, as is often the case, his parents were oblivious to his feelings. Matthew’s confession about purposely alienating students so he didn’t have to suffer separation from them was, sadly, spot-on. On that first day, why should he have trusted anyone? We gave him little reason to do so.


Feeling alone is painful for adults. So imagine how devastating loneliness must be for little kids living in a world where everything seems overwhelmingly big. No child must ever feel that alone. And no adult should allow it to happen.







Digging Deep


My duty as a principal is to do everything I can to make children feel happy, competent, capable, and connected in the classroom so that they can perform at their maximum potential.


But this is obviously a tall order. Children are puzzles. Like all human beings, they are creatures of their moods. They can be friendly and approachable one moment and remote and detached the next. So as teachers and administrators, we have to be vigilant; we must be expert at reading verbal and nonverbal cues.


In a best-case scenario, a child really wants to come to school and do well. He or she feels energized and engaged in the classroom. But children don’t always arrive at our door happy-go-lucky and ready to learn.


In fact, many come in moody or grumpy, distracted or sleepy. They might be wired up or down. When this is the case, we as teachers (and as one of their prime support systems) need to talk to them privately to better understand their states of mind. Doing some detective work about what’s going on in their households can really help. Finding out the backstory often reveals why a student is late or why he’s hungry, quiet, combative, yawning, or disengaged.


For example, our efforts can help reveal why one seven-year-old child’s first impulse is to lash out verbally or physically at someone else; why a student is sitting with a glazed expression on his face, completely tuned out, as though he is alone on a desert island; or why a child is failing a class he used to do well in and enjoy.


Is there trauma in that child’s home? Is there neglect or abuse? Is he simply staying up late in an attempt to become a junior Instagram influencer? There are countless possible reasons. We need to dig deep into the background stories of these children and examine their behaviors in order to meet their needs and help them be their best.








Max’s Story


Max was a generally happy third grader, though not a tremendously studious little guy. His reading skills were the main challenge. And that’s why his teachers worked overtime to keep him engaged and on a par with his peers, performing satisfactorily at grade level. But there were behavioral issues that inhibited his academic performance.


I had known Max’s older brother, Nolan, because he had attended our school. By the time Max was having his issues, Nolan was in seventh grade. An extremely extroverted, assertive child, Nolan is quite intelligent and very social. Boy, could that child talk. He just never stopped.


As the school year neared its close, Max’s name was coming up too frequently for making nasty, sexual, or just plain rude comments to another student. When confronted, he denied saying such things. Then he became upset that he was caught in a lie. After the third incident, our assistant principal, Cynthia, had a “Come on, man” moment with him.


“All right, Max,” Cynthia said. “No more messing around. What is it with you? Why are you acting like this? This is not you. Or is it?”


After some pushback and deflection, the truth was revealed. Max had reached the limit of his tolerance toward Nolan, who had apparently been mercilessly picking on him. Max had packed up all those emotions, as well as the ugly, degrading words Nolan had learned in seventh grade, and brought them to school with him. What made matters worse was the fact that in South Carolina if a child fails the state’s standardized reading skills test by a significant margin at the end of the third grade, the child can be prevented from moving on to the next grade level, with a few exceptions. Max was convinced he was going to fail that test and be held back. His reaction was to give up. And that is something we never want to see. (Spoiler alert: Max did fail, but not to the degree that would require him to repeat the third grade.) After spending some time talking things out with Max, Cynthia called his mom, and they made a plan to address the situation.


Max and Nolan’s mom had always been cooperative with us concerning her sons. Despite her sincere intentions, however, the results were not always productive. Family matters, including unexpected deaths, and other significant challenges in her life overwhelmed her. So while Cynthia’s “client” was Max in this scenario, she and the school also needed to serve Mom.


Mom agreed to meet with our counselor, our social worker, and Cynthia to see what could be done to help Max—and her, if she would allow it. If parents are willing, there are many ways we can and do assist them in managing the ever-changing and challenging world of parenting. Our motto is “Whatever it takes,” and we mean it. Anything that will help parents support their children’s success is on the table.


The team’s plan for Max involved intensive academic support services, assistance from our counselor, summer school (along with an extra dose of fun to keep Max’s interest), close follow-up from Cynthia, and a check-in system between the social worker and Mom. We carefully prepared Max’s new teacher for the subsequent school year and monitored and adjusted Max’s and Mom’s plans as needed. Sometimes it does indeed take a village. Now into his fourth grade year, we have adjusted the plan to exclude some interventions no longer necessary and a check-in with Edwin Rodriguez, known as Eddie to the adults in the building and Mr. Rod to the students, our behavior management professional.







Reading the Signs


Trust me: there is always a reason for a student’s acting-out behavior, and the most successful teachers and administrators know how to see beyond it to the truth.


Unlike the educational system of years past, in which administrators and teachers just steamrolled over students with rules and assignments, today’s educational environment demands that we pick up on the clues that point to potential problems in children’s inner lives. We can’t ignore the warning signs of their disengaged behavior or just command them to do what we want them to do with little thought of how they’re feeling.


Instead, we need to encourage the right behavior while continually striving to understand what’s going on with them emotionally. This requires diagnosing the whys behind their behavior. How do we do this?







First, we use the powers of observation.


There is a vast difference between a child scowling, looking despondent, or slouching in his chair with his shoulders hunched and an exuberantly happy child with an open expression and an air of physical confidence.


The slouch, for instance, might suggest the child is tired, bored, or afraid. Maybe he got to bed late last night. Maybe he’s hungry. Maybe he’s unchallenged by his assignments. Or maybe he witnessed his mother being abused that morning. We need to find out the specifics because that child’s mental state could be injurious to him.


Beyond the obvious signs of distress, there are subtle clues in facial expressions and body language. In fact, nonverbal communication is just as powerful as anything a child says. So we have to tune in to children’s bandwidth and read their emotions through their bodies. Our teachers are expert at picking up these signs; some are incredibly intuitive about it.







We also remain alert to any potential medical problems.


Like doctors, teachers need to know exactly what we are treating before we can prescribe a remedy. A doctor, for example, might contemplate, Is the patient with raging abdominal pains suffering from food poisoning? Or did he just eat too much sugar for breakfast? The answer, of course, will dictate his course of action.


Sometimes, with parental consent, we need to evaluate a child for a possible learning disability. We might also need to collect data about a child’s birth: Was he or she carried to full term? Were there any medical interventions just after the birth? When did the child reach certain milestones, such as crawling, walking, and talking? These determinations generally occur at prekindergarten screenings or when difficulties arise in a student’s ability to perform well academically.


At other times, we need to call in experts to check basic functions such as a child’s vision and hearing. More detailed evaluations can be conducted by a speech pathologist, psychologist, or social worker.


The bottom line is that as educators, we must know as much as possible to determine how we can help. And we must be willing to do so much more than just teach a particular curriculum and keep a semblance of order in the classroom. We need to dedicate ourselves to understanding the psyches and real-life conditions of all the students in our care. We must help them help themselves.







A Single Mother


The importance of understanding what’s going on in a student’s life outside of school was brought home to me yet again when I discovered that three siblings—one in elementary school, one in middle school, and one in high school—would often be absent from class. But each would be absent on a different day of the week, which was puzzling.


Then the staff and I remembered that these siblings had another sibling at home, a baby. We concluded, accurately, that the children were staying home from school to provide day care for the child while their mother, who was single, went to work.


The mom, Mrs. Grant, had no idea we would figure out what she was doing until we told her that we needed to meet with her regarding her children’s attendance. In the meeting, after we described what was happening, Mrs. Grant’s defenses broke down. She said she just didn’t know what to do. She knew no one at the school or in her neighborhood who could care for her youngest; her parents lived three states away.


Fortunately, we were able to connect Mrs. Grant with another single mom in the neighborhood whose mother lived with the family. This grandmother agreed to care for Mrs. Grant’s baby a few days a week. Mrs. Grant subsequently got her work schedule changed so that she could cover the rest of the days, eliminating the need for the older siblings to miss school. This was a brilliant resolution to the problem, one that would have been impossible without our knowledge of the family situation. Once the mom’s big secret was out and we crafted a solution, her change in demeanor was striking. She even walked into parent-teacher conferences with greater confidence.


The intel on that siblings-as-babysitters arrangement was easy for me to suss out. My father was the youngest of five and significantly younger than his older siblings. His brothers and sister took turns caring for him until the truant officer caught them at it. With Mrs. Grant, I had a feeling that history was repeating itself.




Home Visits


Before COVID-19 made them virtually impossible, we conducted home visits. Understanding what is happening at a student’s home is crucial to the efforts of teachers and administrators, which is why we make every effort to connect with families before the school year starts. Now, in the case of our prekindergartners, we form teams consisting of teachers, teaching assistants, and other professionals and conduct initial visits (usually by Zoom), which is so much better than meeting for the first time at school.


These can be very revealing for the teaching team because we get the opportunity to see students in the environment in which they are most comfortable. We can ask questions about their favorite toys, their preferred and nonpreferred activities, their playmates, their family relationships, the daily household routine, and more.


To accommodate non-English-speaking parents, we include a translator if the teacher who leads the group is not bilingual. On these virtual visits, we absorb everything that’s going on, especially the mood of the household and the level of affection and/or tension. Everything that might affect the child’s success at school is fodder for this visit.


The following are a few things we look for:




	
What is the interplay between the child, his siblings, and other relatives living in the home?


	How long has the family lived in the area?


	What makes the child smile?


	How good is he or she at sharing?


	Is there evidence that kindness is valued in the home?


	How independent does the child seem to be?


	Are there any overt signs of potential special needs?


	Has the child had any previous school or day care experience?


	Are there signs of books or other reading materials in the home?


	Is the family in need of anything that we can supply?


	Does the family live in a multifamily or single-family dwelling?





After the teams conduct these visits, they are quite energized about what they’ve seen and better able to meet the students’ needs.







	
3 The names of all the students and families in this book have been changed. The teachers’ names, however, are their real ones.
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