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PREFACE


  
    Everyone knows a legend—the teacher who is successful at bringing out the best in students, regardless of the location of the school, the diversity of the students, the conditions of the facilities, or the availability of resources. At least one legend can be found in every school. This is a book about the characteristics that define the legendary teacher, about how you can recognize and acknowledge those characteristics in teachers, and about how you can foster the development of those characteristics in yourself and colleagues. Throughout the book, you will find hundreds of examples and strategies for becoming a legend.

  

  We’re into the second century of American public education, and if the press is at all correct, we haven’t become much better at it. In fact, many people think we’ve gotten worse.

  Nevertheless, referendums continue to be defeated; facilities continue to be neglected; and state and federal dollars continue to disappear. At the very same time, however, curricula continue to grow as education is given more and more responsibility to cure society’s ills. Traditional families are a thing of the past, as, apparently, is school authority. (In loco parentis has gone from meaning “in place of the parent” to “the parents are crazy too!”) The situation has so deteriorated that it seems that sometimes decisions are no longer based on what is best for the students but what is legalistically tenable. Left all alone in the front lines is the classroom teacher.

  Even more surprising than the litany of what’s wrong with public education today is that some teachers not only succeed in this environment, they thrive. There is probably not a school in America where there is not, at least, one teacher who continues to make a difference in the lives of children. Despite the financial pinch, despite the lack of support from a graying population, despite the changing demographics of the community, there is at least that one teacher who makes everything work, who inspires the slow learner, who challenges the gifted, who somehow gets the problem student focused successfully on learning. Where other teachers have struggled, this one succeeds. The programs and activities this teacher sponsors thrive while other programs shrivel and wither away.

  The community is well aware of this teacher as well. At registration time, parents often pray, “I hope my child gets _______ this year!” Somehow, in spite of all that is wrong with education today, this one teacher has earned the respect of the students (who otherwise don’t like classes), the school (that would require forms for breathing if it could), and even the community (that somehow believes schools have existed in a vacuum untouched by inflation since the 1960s). This teacher has become what this book is about, a legend.

  Legends are life touchers. They are the reason students want to come to class every day. In a time when role models are in decline elsewhere, legends shine brightly, daily exemplifying their values, making things work. This book is dedicated to those legends, to examining what they have that makes them so preeminent in their profession, that makes them so important to the lives of so many children.

  This book is broken down, chapter by chapter, into what we think makes legends legendary in their schools. We do not suggest that what is presented is causal in nature; rather, we see those characteristics described as correlative to successful teaching. They seem to be pretty much unvarying among the most successful teachers regardless of locale or grade level.

  Chapter 1, “Piecing Together the Personality Puzzle,” discusses the character traits, attitudes, and habits of legendary teachers. In Chapter 2, “Nothing Succeeds Like Success,” we present the strategies that legends use to ensure student success. Chapter 3, “Establishing High Expectations,” describes methods of establishing high expectations for student performance and helping students to meet those expectations. In Chapter 4, “Practicing Skillful Communication,” we enumerate ways of effectively communicating with students, parents, community members, and colleagues. Chapter 5, “From Chaos to Organization,” shows how legends organize time, space, and the varied multiple tasks of daily teaching. Chapter 6, “Recognizing and Promoting Excellence,” discusses ways of promoting student excellence through recognition of student achievement. In Chapter 7, “Motiviating High Student Achievement,” we present many strategies for motivating the reluctant learner. Chapter 8, “Developing Powerful Classroom Management Skills,” addresses the perennial problem of sustaining a positive learning environment through effective classroom management strategies. Chapter 9, “Becoming a Legend,” summarizes what it means to be a legendary teacher.

  Is it possible for any teacher to become a legend? The question, because it is so hypothetical, is virtually meaningless, but what is meaningful is the belief that by careful study of the characteristics of these legends, every teacher can improve his or her effectiveness in the classroom, his or her ability to be a life toucher. Whether you will be a success in the classroom, whether you make a difference in a child’s life, whether you become a legend depends on one thing and one thing only—you.

  Our hope for this book is clearly presented in Figure i.1.

  Before turning you loose into our book, we’d like to share a simple experience we had. One of our better friends was the plant manager of a General Food plant that manufactures Gaines dog food. He was an important man in town and handsomely rewarded for his efforts, six figures annually at a time we had just broken the five-figure barrier.

  On many weekends, we would meet him at his house before heading out to one of several local golf courses. Weekend after weekend, we’d get to his house only to have to wait, impatiently, for him to get there. He’d be doing volunteer work at the YMCA or setting up a youth basketball program or arranging visits to hospitals; nonetheless, we’d wait until he got home—he, apparently failing to realize that our time set aside to play golf was, at least in our minds, sacrosanct.
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  We are not foolish enough to believe that we can produce for you a simple six-step method for achieving teaching excellence. That, of course, would be gross oversimplification. But we do believe there exists a set of correlatives shared by many teaching legends and that conscious knowledge of those correlatives may indeed lead to more effective teaching.
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  Individual teachers must be attuned to what works for them, what fits their teaching methods—for teaching, more so than any other profession, is about individualized style. Legends find their own stride, are in harmony with the rhythm of their classes. There are no simple answers, no quick fixes.
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  Instead of giving you a new teaching protocol, a new paradigm, we suggest instead that you invent your own, and that doing so is made easier by the suggestions presented within this book. Our belief is that every classroom success is its own invention.
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  So, we invite you to be creative—we invite you to invent or reinvent yourself. We think what we have to offer will make that imminently possible. We, like you, are makers of people, and we challenge you to make the best people you can, by being the best teacher you are able to be. It is the world’s most important challenge.

  Figure i.1. The Dance

  Finally, on a Saturday when he made us wait almost an hour, we cornered him, “What’s with all this charity work? This is golf day—remember?”

  “Well, guys,” he responded looking only a little guilty, “I’m not like you—I’m not a teacher, and whenever I get a chance I have to try to do something of value to put some meaning in my life.”

  That is the sentiment we hold most dearly.

  This book is written for people we believe do some of the most meaningful work on earth, the education of children.

  The thoughtful and detailed advice of the following reviewers is gratefully acknowledged:

  John Daresh, University of Texas, El Paso

  Rick Heidt, Bismark High School, Bismark, North Dakota

  Laurel LeBoeuf, Child and Family Resource Center, Canandaigua, New York
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  Thank you for always being by our sides.
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  PIECING TOGETHER THE PERSONALITY PUZZLE


  
    The chicken-and-egg dilemma has its parallel in education. It is the question of whether good teachers are born or if they are made: the nature versus nurture question. Our answer to that controversy is, fittingly, an enigma itself. Generally speaking, we believe good teachers are born, but more important, we believe it’s better for everyone involved if we were to believe that they could be made. Interestingly, this book is predicated on a rejection of the question. The question is rather moot. What is relevant is the belief that there are traits, even personality character traits, that anyone can improve on to enhance his or her effectiveness as a master teacher, as a legend.

  

  Personality is generally defined as the set of an individual’s distinguishing character traits, attitudes, and habits. Looking more deeply into the definition, one can clearly see that personality is the single most significant feature that distinguishes one individual from another individual or, in the setting of the school, one teacher’s success from another’s. There are certainly as many types of personalities as there are teachers in any given school system, and just as obviously, there is no single, specific type of teacher personality or trait that could be classified as preferable in all situations all the time. But there are instructors, legends in education, who seem to have the personalities most able to make a difference in the lives of children on a daily basis.

  Before getting into the personality components of a legend, one must first be ready to master the interpersonal skills that will allow him or her to open all the possible venues for educational excellence. In this first chapter, we focus on the three parts of the definition that clearly distinguish the legend’s personality from that of his or her less successful peers: character traits, strong attitudes, and good habits.
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A COMMON SCENARIO

  Reality Sets In

  The hands on the face of the clock in the classroom seem to be stuck; a persistent fear drifts in and out of the young teacher’s mind, “What am I doing here? Why did I become a teacher?” As she looks at the pile of papers she will have to tackle at home that evening, after she has supervised a home basketball game, after she’s fixed supper for her family, and after she’s helped her husband do the dishes, she begins to understand why her all-knowing parents responded with a quizzical “Teacher?” when she told them what career path she had decided to follow. Just about the time she has absolutely had it with the negative attitude of two especially aggravating students in her fourth-period class, the bell rings, saving both her and the students from what could only be a mutually destructive confrontation. Now at least she has lunch, a 30-minute duty-free time slot, her only respite from the intellectual wrestling others call “teaching.”

  The Shock

  As she enters the cafeteria, the teacher is overwhelmed by a sea of children, each of whom is either screaming at someone or pushing someone else (and for the overachievers—both). The noise is deafening; she accelerates her pace so that she can get quickly through the cafeteria line and gulp down her Tylenol-laced lunch in the teacher’s lounge, in hopes of quelling the acidic buildup of her stomach and the throbbing veins of her forehead.

  As she battles her way into the lunch line, the teacher is taken aback by the sight of two renegades from her last class standing in line engaging in polite conversation with another teacher—and no, he’s not a coach! As she pauses to take in this image (which suddenly seems to have theological implications), her feelings move from wonder

  —“How does he do that?”

  to awe

  —“Look, they’re smiling!”

  to anger

  —“Why don’t they treat me that way?”

  and finally to suspicion

  —“Who is this guy and what did he do?”

  An Epiphany of Sorts

  As the conversation continues, despite her resentment, the teacher can’t help but be aware of the positive interaction that is occurring, and unwillingly (and perhaps even unconsciously) she begins to wonder how any teacher could ever have a relationship with those two students. Turning away from the conversation, she enters the lunch line, gets her food, and heads toward the faculty lounge with a pair of queries riddling her mind: “What kind of meat is this really?” and, most important, “What do those two students see in that teacher that I don’t have?”

  The answer is probably not a better pedagogy; the answer is probably not a more interesting curriculum; the answer is probably not a more modern technology; the answer is probably not that the teacher she witnessed is a “pushover” in the classroom. Instead, the answer (and this is not necessarily a terrible thing for her to come to grips with) is personality. For our discussion, we have chosen to break down the larger concept of personality into four areas:

  [image: images] A disclaimer

  [image: images] Identifying desirable character traits

  [image: images] Promoting strong attitudes

  [image: images] Developing good habits
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A DISCLAIMER

  Admittedly, this is not a very impressive way to start a book on education, but as we moved this chapter from our brains on to the page, the scenario troubled us greatly because the first few drafts sounded as though they were presenting a panacea to education, and although we don’t believe in panaceas, we do believe in education.

  What bothered us as we considered personality was the adage that opposites attract. If that’s true, and there are a zillion types of personalities (which is, incidentally, about as close to mathematical analysis as we get in this work), then the sad truth is that no one teacher’s personality could ever appeal to every type of student. Follow this logic:

  [image: images] It must be assumed that each student brings to class a very different personality of his or her own and very distinct set of needs.

  [image: images] It also must be assumed that every teacher can fill those needs to some degree.

  [image: images] It is, however, impossible for any single teacher to present a personality that will be attractive to all students.

  But while admitting that no individual teacher can have a personality that is naturally attractive to all students, one must recognize that every teacher can make certain that his or her personality does not include any traits that would preclude learning for any students. Although not everyone will become a teacher’s friend, it is safe to assume that none need become the teacher’s enemy. That simple observation is why we chose to begin this book with a discussion of personality: The teacher’s personality is the single most significant trait in promoting educational success. The teacher is more important to the education of his or her students than pedagogy, technology, curriculum, facilities, and textbooks.

  How does one’s personality become the key to opening the door to touching the lives of students? We return to the question of whether legends are born or made; as we suggested earlier, it is in the best interest of education to operate under the assumption that they are not born—that it is possible for every teacher to nurture personality traits that will help him or her establish an environment more conducive for learning for all students. This then is our next task—an examination of aspects of a teacher’s personality that are most conducive to student success.
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IDENTIFYING DESIRABLE CHARACTER TRAITS

  Almost every adult in America can identify a special or favorite teacher who had a tremendously positive effect on his or her life. Each of us looks back to that one teacher who motivated us, cared for us, taught us, and helped us to grow more than the others. When asked to identify a few phrases that best describe their favorite teacher, most adults’ lists include the following:

  [image: images] Informed

  [image: images] Creative

  [image: images] Compassionate

  [image: images] Understanding

  [image: images] Interesting

  [image: images] Patient

  [image: images] Honest

  [image: images] Even tempered

  [image: images] Encouraging

  [image: images] Funny

  [image: images] Fair

  [image: images] Happy

  [image: images] Motivated

  [image: images] Different

  [image: images] Intense

  [image: images] Exciting

  [image: images] Positive

  [image: images] Challenging

  [image: images] Dedicated

  [image: images] Friendly

  [image: images] Nonthreatening

  [image: images] Caring

  We all know that the teacher who can exhibit even half of these traits any time after the middle of September can walk on water—but for the rest of us, this list of descriptors can be broken down into four major areas of concerns students really have about those who direct their education.

  Concern 1: Surveys Appear to Suggest That Students Seem to Be Attracted to Classrooms Where the Instruction Is Informed Yet Entertaining (“creative,” “funny,” “friendly,” “interesting,” “happy,” and “different”)

  Students are not always looking for the easy way out. We all know they won’t completely understand that concept until somewhere in the middle of their junior year in college. By and large, they do wish to learn and tend to respect the teacher who makes learning enjoyable. The legend’s classroom is exciting. Students are challenged to do well, in the expectation that they will. The coordination of instruction, practice, and remediation prior to measurement is such that interested students can and do succeed. The legend’s classroom looks and feels different from the other classrooms of the school.

  When one enters this room, he or she knows that what follows is categorically different from the other experiences of the day. It is a fun place where learning occurs. In this classroom, humor is as prevalent as content. The fun is what makes learning easy. The legend may present material with a comedic sense. The presentation does not dissolve into stand-up comedy, but there is great deal of appropriate laughter intermingled with a wide variety of learning activities. How clearly can we say it—learning is fun here.

  
    Humor can be used in a mnemonic fashion: “The House of Tudor can be remembered as a house that, because it had to accommodate both the warring families of the Yorks and Lancasters, had to have two doors: that’s how I remember it still.”

    Humor can be used in a self-deprecating manner: “My penmanship was so poor when I was a student teacher, my college professor made me take the class on writing on the board three times, but I finally learned it—you can too.”

    Humor can be used anecdotally: “My freshman biology teacher had to help me remember what the fifth characteristic of a mammal was, and he did it by standing by my desk, pulling the hair on my arm, until I finally guessed—‘Fur?’ ”

  

  The legend doesn’t rely on gimmicks: There is no list of clever activities that can be memorized, no definitive source of entertainment, but the successful teacher does seek to make the learning experience enjoyable, interactive, and original. The teacher’s personality and planning make this possible.

  Having just suggested that no list of activities, no specific approach can be shared that would not soon becomes as stale as any other material, we must also say that there is an attitude about the classroom experience that can be shared.

  
    One of our student teachers was not having a great deal of success once she took over the class. The students begged the supervising teacher to come back because, they said, they weren’t learning anything; they had trouble forcing themselves to pay attention. The supervising teacher was empathetic to their feelings, but was not prepared to tell the student teacher that she was boring. He was prepared to make suggestions about lesson plans, closure, individualizing instruction—but not about how to be interesting.

    Matters grew steadily worse; the student teacher began experiencing some behavior problems. One day after school, the supervising teacher told her they needed to talk. They both sat down at a table, the silence slightly awkward until he finally asked her, “So, how do you think it’s going?”

    The student teacher paused for a moment and then said, “I didn’t know you had to put a show on every day for these kids, and honestly, I don’t think I have my act together . . . yet.”

    Despite her present shortcomings, it was at that moment that the supervising teacher knew she’d be all right.

  

  Concern 2: Students Look for a Learning Environment That Challenges Them to Learn But Is Safe From Ridicule and Failure (“informed,” “patient,” “nonthreatening,” “motivated,” “challenging” “encouraging,” and “positive”)

  All students share two commonalties: All love to succeed and all love to learn, but when the learning experience is laced with repeated failure, shame, discouragement, and accusation, learning is an experience to be dreaded. For the sake of one’s own self-esteem, one’s own self-image, the embarrassed student often distances himself or herself from the system in which he or she fails. Thus, the teacher is met with apathy and even antagonism.

  If students are challenged with significant learning tasks consisting of skills relevant to their lives, however, and enter them assured that learning will not result in humiliation, then they are far more likely to pursue the task successfully. No student minds being challenged to think, but every student (every person, for that matter) very much minds being doomed to failure. To be a legend, a teacher must practice these traits praised by students. It means being patient, nonthreatening, and encouraging. This can easily be achieved when the teacher shows that he or she is willing to share the responsibility for disappointing test scores: “I should have prepared you better, maybe with more examples or a better review.” The point is that the teacher encourages sincere effort because he or she does not distance himself or herself from the results, regardless of how gratifying they are.

  Additionally, in the legend’s classroom, it’s okay to be wrong because everyone realizes the search for the correct response is far more valued than the response itself. In the legend’s classroom, making an honest effort and volunteering answers—thinking—are more highly valued than embarrassment is feared. We repeat: Thinking skills are more highly valued than embarrassment is feared. In the legend’s classroom, effort is what matters, what is rewarded, and what results in success.

  
    In the legend’s classroom, the observer will likely find the following types of behavior:

    Questions are praised before being answered: “That is a very insightful question.”

    Wrong answers are praised before being corrected: “I know exactly how you were thinking.”

    Effort is as highly recognized as success: “This is the most successfully organized answer yet.”

  

  Concern 3: Students Wish to View Their Instructors as Professionals, Models From Whom They May Learn (“motivated,” “intense,” “wise,” and “dedicated”)

  The best teachers love their fields. Students might even make fun of their dedication—“Old Man Brown lives, eats, and breathes physics”—but deep inside, they admire that passion; they envy such commitment. Science teachers seem more like scientists than teachers. Vocational people are professionals in their fields, working outside the classroom as well. English people are readers and writers, and physical education department staff enjoy good health and recreation. Legends are not shams. They love their areas of expertise and communicate that love to their students daily. The legends’ real reward isn’t on payday, it is when their passion is caught by the students. That is a big-time return on anyone’s investment.

  
    A gruff, older teacher of 25 years was in his room working when a young substitute came up to him, absolutely beaming. “Remember me?” she asked.

    Politely, he admitted that he didn’t. She told him that she was a former student of his, but that didn’t help: He still did not remember her.

    Unperturbed, she told him her name, as though revealing a secret, but he still had to say he did not remember her.

    Like a trooper, she was not deterred by his bad memory and admitted that she had given her married name, but her maiden name was something else. But that didn’t help either, and the older teacher could only look sorrowfully at her.

    She allowed him his poor memory still, however, admitting that it was many years ago that she had been in his class. As she named several of her classmates, the older teacher had to confess he remembered them well, along with others she hadn’t mentioned.

    Her face darkened, and somewhere between tears and anger she said, “I took all your classes. . . . You’re the reason I became a teacher!”
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