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For

Every Teacher,

Every Student,

Every Corner











Setting the Context— The Why


The two primary purposes of this book are:


	
1. To enable students from all corners of the world to increase their positive well-being and readiness to learn.

	
2. To inspire, or re-inspire, teachers’ passions for making a difference in students’ lives.



These two purposes are timely and meant to be together, and we look forward to explaining why. But first some context.



Tommy Schmolze was struggling. He was a sophomore at the university and majoring in business. His intelligence, his talents, and his people skills were sure to lead him in many prominent corporate directions. Yet all that was going through his mind at the time was “If I have to look at one more supply and demand chart, I’m going to be sick!”

Tommy gathered the courage to call his parents: “Mom. Dad. I have decided to change my major. I don’t want to go into business. I know it may take an extra year to graduate, but I’m going to do it.”

Tommy waited for his parents’ disappointed reply. What came instead were his mother’s understanding words: “Tommy, we have been expecting this call for some time. You want to become a teacher, don’t you?”

Tommy sighed, “Yes, Mother, I do.”

When we asked Tommy what inspired him to want to become a teacher, he returned to his high school days. They were filled with some tough times. His family had moved from his hometown to another state. He knew no one. “It was total culture shock!” he recalled.

Then something important happened. As Tommy describes it, “My English teacher, Sarah Anderson, observed that I was struggling. She could see that I was just going through the motions. She took me aside one day, looked me in the eyes, and said, ‘Tommy Schmolze, you’re going to change the world.’ I felt her sincere belief in me. It was an incredible feeling. From then on, I looked at life differently. If she had that much faith in me, I couldn’t let her down. I owed it to her to give my best.”1

Tommy Schmolze did go on to become a teacher—yes, a high school English teacher. And further down his life path he became Dr. Tommy Schmolze, a highly respected district superintendent.

Thank you, Sarah Anderson. And thank you to teachers in all corners of the world who make such differences in students’ lives.



So what about for you? Was there a teacher in your life who made a significant difference? If you are an educator, what inspired you to become a teacher?


Our Respect for Teachers

The type of teacher we are referring to, of course, is a professional schoolteacher. Yet we hope these pages will also reach school administrators and staff, and parents, community leaders, youth coaches, and other important teachers who influence young people. Especially parents.

In our varied career roles, we have worked alongside teachers from all continents, except Antarctica. They are some of the most talented, kind, intelligent, and humble people we know. Despite the forces aligned against them, they never cease to amaze us with their resourcefulness, patience, stamina, and caring natures. We honor them.

Most teachers choose teaching as a profession because they want to make a difference in students’ lives. They want to help students develop a thirst for learning, get through a challenging time, and become contributing citizens and family members. Often, teachers were themselves influenced by one or more inspiring teachers, and now they want to leave a legacy of their own. So they join the profession, seeing it as more than a paycheck. It is a passion!2

Many teachers’ passions for making a difference stay with them from their very first day in the classroom until the lights go off at their retirement parties. As they near the finish line, they do not reflect on their favorite teaching strategy or an award they received. Instead, they remember with great satisfaction the names of specific students whose lives they influenced for the better—if only in small ways. That is the good news.

Yet along with that good news comes a growing concern. If wanting to make a difference in students’ lives means so much to teachers, why then do so many burn out or lose sight of their passions for teaching?

We know a high school choir director who hit such a period of decrescendo. He had been teaching for 20 years and was well liked. Yet he hit a flat note in his career and wondered why he should continue. His wife saw what was happening and, without his knowledge, reached out to his former students via social media: “Join us tonight in singing to my husband after the concert.”

Word spread quickly, and more than a hundred students showed up to surprise their former teacher. As soon as the concert ended, the back doors flew open and lines of former students flowed into the auditorium singing with gusto to let their former teacher know that because of his influence they had been “changed for good.”3 That was followed by an outpouring of “thank you” messages voiced by the former students.

After absorbing the magnitude of his influence on those students, the choir director made an interesting observation. “I suppose I never really lost my passion for teaching,” he said. “I just misplaced it for a while.”

Do you know any teachers who have temporarily misplaced their passion for teaching?




Our Respect for Students

We also have tremendous respect for students.

Each year, the cohorts of students seem to get stronger and stronger in so many ways. As a whole, we find them to be every bit as talented, fun, clever, smart, witty, and mischievous as their teachers were when they were students. One minute they make us laugh and the next they astound us with their concerns about what is happening in the world. And that, again, is the good news.

Yet along with the good news comes another gnawing concern. Why is it that wherever we go in the world a growing number of students are experiencing stifling levels of anxiety, depression, loneliness, and other similar challenges? Why do we keep hearing of harmful acts against self or others coming from students who we would never imagine being attached to such thoughts and behaviors? Why are so many struggling to stay engaged in school?

The easiest way to respond to those questions is to point blame. We might start with social media. We know it is a hazard for some students. Or what about peer pressure, bullying, food insecurity, turmoil at home, body shaming, or a lack of sleep? Is it gaming? What about too much pampering, too many expectations, or too much pressure to pass exams? Could it be wars or crime? And what about students themselves? Shouldn’t they take responsibility for some of what troubles them?

Indeed, there are as many directions to point blame for what is causing students unrest as there are students. But has pointing blame ever proven to be a successful approach to solving challenges of such magnitude? We think not. Instead, our confidence in teachers convinces us that there are practical things teachers can do within the walls of their classrooms that will enable all students to enjoy an increased measure of positive well-being and an enhanced readiness to learn.




The Science

What we have just described are millions of students who are facing significant challenges, and thousands of teachers who are passionate about making a difference in their lives. Perhaps you can see why the two groups are meant to be together.

So what can teachers realistically do to enable students to enjoy increased positive well-being and a greater readiness to learn?

To answer that question for ourselves, we first turned to the research literature. The research we examined covered multiple fields of study, including education, child development, neuroscience, family science, psychology, and leadership. It ranged from the classic writings of past thought leaders to the insights of today’s top thinkers.

The research that we ultimately chose to share in these pages is not filled with a massive amount of statistics. We have written for a global audience and recognize that the statistics for one country, school, classroom, or student can differ vastly from all others. Statistics often tell the average student’s story but not your students’ stories. Statistics can change overnight. So we have done our best to include only statistics that represent worldwide trends that are not going away anytime soon.

One example of the type of statistics that are trending across the globe comes from the United Nations International Children’s Education Fund (UNICEF) and the Gallup organization. They partnered to conduct interviews with 20,000 students and adults in 21 countries. More than a third of the students (39 percent) reported that they frequently experience worry, anxiety, or nervousness, while 19 percent said they frequently feel depressed or have little interest in doing things. For a class of 25 students, that means that 5 to 10 students show up to class each day feeling unsettled. The adults in the study were not faring much better.4

If there is any positive news in those numbers, it is that the larger percentage of students seem to respond to life’s challenges as well as can be expected. So, in our search through the research literature, we were looking for best practices that teachers can apply with all students, not just those who might be struggling.

If you remember only one statistic from this book, we hope you cling on to this one. It comes from the National Scientific Council on the Developing Child at Harvard University and is summarized in the form of a question and answer:


	
Question: When confronted with the fallout of childhood trauma, why do some children adapt and overcome, while others bear lifelong scars that flatten their potential?

	
Answer: A growing body of evidence points to one common answer: Every child who winds up doing well has had at least one stable and committed relationship with a supportive adult.5




Did you catch the statistic? “Every child!” That is 100 percent. What we found encouraging about this finding is that it indicates that adults can have a positive impact on students’ lives—even students who have experienced trauma—just by being a stable, committed, and supportive adult in their lives. But what specifically might they do to be that kind of adult?

The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) provides some general but helpful direction in answer to that question. After publishing a worrisome report on the downward trends in adolescents’ mental health, the CDC concluded: “The good news is that teens are resilient, and we know what works to support their mental health: feeling connected to school and family.”6

We agree that teens are remarkably resilient and that family connections are vital to supporting students’ mental health. But given that this book is intended for teachers, what most seized our attention is the priority the CDC placed on the power of school connectedness.

No profession, as a whole, is better positioned than teachers to influence students’ feelings of school connectedness. Teachers have the near-daily opportunity to connect personally with students, and they also play a role in connecting students with other students. Yet as simple as that might sound, connecting with all students is not always easy. After all, it is one thing for teachers to want to build connections with all students and quite another to do it. Especially when it comes to students who might test a teacher the most.

The good news is that there is some science to it and some practical things teachers can do. And we are eager to share a small slice of the science we have gathered from the more than 250 researchers cited in these pages. Stay tuned.




The Heart

As much as we respect science, it is only useful to the extent that it can be translated into practical application. For that to happen in a classroom filled with diverse and rambunctious students requires more than science. It requires heart. Sometimes a lot of heart.

So, in addition to examining the research literature, we went to scores of teachers and administrators to get their views on what teachers can realistically do to better connect with students. A significant number of those educators come from our work with Leader in Me schools and districts. Leader in Me is a whole-school improvement model designed to teach students and educators leadership skills, build a high-trust school culture, and focus academic efforts on what is most “wildly important.” To date, it is being implemented in 8,000 schools and more than 60 countries.7 These educators have contributed tremendous insights and best practices.

To expand our collection of insights and best practices even further, we conducted numerous face-to-face interviews with adults and surveyed over 1,000 more from 12 countries (five continents) using the world-leading technologies of Qualtrics. We asked them to describe a former teacher who made a significant difference in their lives.8 Most were at a point when they could look back and see the direct impact their former teachers have had on who they have become and what they have achieved. Eyes often moistened as they expressed comments like: “She is the reason I chose my career.” Or “I planned to drop out of school until I had him as a teacher.” Or “She was the one adult I trusted when I needed someone who would listen to me.” One woman had scars on her arms that signaled she had been cutting herself during a dark stage of her life. She said a high school teacher had kept her from ending her life.

Each person we interviewed and surveyed had a story to tell about their former teacher. Each story was filled with heart. We look forward to sharing a portion of their stories and insights. Again, stay tuned.




Making a Difference

So what did the combination of science and people’s hearts tell us about what teachers can do to strengthen students’ positive well-being and readiness to learn?

When we combined the research literature, interviews, and survey responses, and analyzed the overall findings, seven clear themes emerged. What is obvious in the themes is that the teachers who were identified as “difference makers” did not demonstrate miraculous qualities or perform heroic deeds. A few may have been the “fun” or “funny” types of teachers, but that was not what made the difference. Instead, the seven themes consisted of practical skillsets that any teacher can apply.

Occasionally what the teachers did to make a difference resulted from a one-time powerful connection they made with a student. Far more often, however, it resulted from a series of small connections that did not occur overnight. They happened over time.

We delve into the seven skillsets as we progress chapter by chapter. However, as a preview they are:

My teacher…


	
1. Accepted me as I was.

	
2. Taught me about life.

	
3. Inspired me to see my strengths.

	
4. Entrusted me with responsibilities.

	
5. Helped me through a hard time.

	
6. Empowered me to do it myself.

	
7. Corrected me in a positive way.



Something that quickly became obvious about the skillsets is that all seven apply to all teachers, all students, and all corners of the world.




Positive Well-Being

So what is meant by positive well-being?

The reason all seven skillsets apply to all teachers, all students, and all corners of the world is that they address basic human needs.

Basic human needs are commonly divided into three categories: physical needs, intellectual needs, and social-emotional needs. Of course, the primary role of teachers is to address students’ intellectual needs. However, when students’ physical needs are not being met—such as when they show up to class with empty stomachs, no sleep, poor health, or feeling unsafe—it is a tall task for teachers to fully engage them in learning. Likewise, when students’ social or emotional needs are not being met—such as when they feel sad, lonely, or anxious—that, too, decreases their readiness to learn. In fact, YouthTruth, a non-profit think tank that has surveyed more than two million students and 300,000 parents in five countries, recently declared, “Feeling depressed, stressed or anxious is now the No. 1 obstacle to students’ learning.”9

What this confirms is that all three categories of needs are highly interactive. When one category is being satisfied, the others are strengthened. And when one category is not being satisfied, the others are weakened. The ideal, of course, is when all three categories of needs are being adequately satisfied. Researchers use several names to refer to this ideal state. Some call it flourishing. Some refer to it as addressing the whole student. And for the purposes of this book, we have joined other researchers in calling it positive well-being, as diagramed below.10

[image: A Venn diagram shows how intellectual, physical, and social-emotional needs overlap to support overall positive well-being.]

One of the more important reasons for teachers to be attentive to the positive well-being of students is that positive well-being in childhood is predictive of positive well-being in adolescence, and positive well-being in adolescence is predictive of positive well-being in adulthood.11 It is an ongoing process of living, learning, and, hopefully, progressing.

This book touches on all three categories of needs. Of course, we were not surprised that a significant portion of people’s comments about former teachers were directed toward what their teachers had done to address their intellectual needs by making their subject matter lessons interesting and relevant. In fact, nearly half of the people we interviewed and surveyed indicated that their teacher had influenced their career and further education choices. It should never be underestimated what teachers do for students’ positive well-being by providing strong academics.

What did surprise us, however, was the amount of emotion people exerted when telling us about what their “difference-making” teachers had done that had little or nothing to do with academics or the subject matters that they taught. Instead, it had everything to do with what their teachers did to influence their social-emotional well-being.

A very typical example of the kinds of comments people made about their former teacher is found in the following note from a K–12 principal named Carmen:


Growing up, I wasn’t the student who thrived in the classroom. I was often in trouble, struggled to stay engaged, and felt like I didn’t belong. I didn’t act out because I didn’t care, I acted out because I didn’t feel understood. Most teachers saw me as a problem to solve. But one saw potential.

That one teacher gave me my very first chance at leadership. It was a small responsibility that made a big impact on my life. For the first time, I felt trusted. I felt seen. And that changed everything. It didn’t just put me on a better path, it showed me what was possible when someone chooses to believe in you.



Listening to such stories over and over was an invigorating part of our research. And the more we listened to stories like Carmen’s, and like Tommy’s at the start of this chapter, the more this book’s focus began to take on an extra emphasis regarding what teachers do to address the social-emotional needs of students.

Within the general category of social-emotional needs is a list of more specific needs. Teachers cannot realistically be expected to address them all. However, as we began to search deeper into the research and began to write, for each skillset there was one social-emotional need that kept emerging as the most central need for that skillset. For example, the basic need for connection—which we have already learned is important—kept emerging as the most central need addressed by the skillset “Accepted Me as I Was.” For the skillset “Taught Me About Life,” the need for meaning kept emerging as the most central need addressed by that skillset. And so it was for all seven of the skillsets. We introduce all seven basic needs along with their matching skillset as the book progresses.




Teacher Believed in Me

To this point, we have essentially described the book’s subtitle: “The Science and Heart of Making a Difference in Students’ Positive Well-Being.” So why choose Teacher Believed in Me as the main title?

The first reason for the title is that when we asked people to describe a teacher who made a significant difference in their lives, over and over we heard: “They believed in me.” It was an inspiring echo.

The second reason for the title stems from the difference between the words belief and believe. Belief is a noun. Beliefs arise from a person’s upbringing, experiences, education, and emotions. Beliefs are important because they influence what people believe.

Believe is a verb. Verbs imply action, the “doing” of something. When the people we interviewed said “My teacher believed in me,” they almost instantly began listing examples of what their teacher “did” that made a difference. What teachers believe—or “do”—is important because it can influence who students become.

Admittedly, the seven skillsets we identified provide a rather broad view of what teachers “do” to make a difference. So, to be more descriptive, for each skillset we went back to the research literature, interviews, and survey responses, and we identified three best practices that teachers “do” to apply the skillset. We very intentionally selected only best practices that: (1) take a positive approach, (2) build connections, and (3) keep things simple.


Taking a Positive Approach

For students to enjoy positive well-being, it is not enough to remove the negatives from their lives—the things that are causing them pains or self-doubts. They must also learn to identify, develop, and nurture the positive skills, traits, and conditions that lead them to “feel good” about themselves, about school, and about life.

Whereas most traditional fields of psychology focus primarily on removing the negatives from people’s lives, the relatively newer field of positive psychology focuses on developing and nurturing the positives—particularly students’ strengths. While both approaches are important, we intentionally chose the positive approach. This book is NOT an attempt to “fix” or remove what isn’t working in students’ lives. It is a research-based effort to create the conditions that will enable students to build on their strengths and to flourish even more. The best practices apply to all students, not just those who may be struggling. Think of it as taking a tree seedling and gradually nurturing it over time until it grows to maturity.

What we hope this makes clear is that this is NOT a how-to guide for helping students deal with anxieties, loneliness, or depressed feelings. It is NOT an attempt to turn teachers into therapists. It is NOT a new curriculum to help students manage their negative emotions. It is NOT any of those things.

This is a positive approach to positive living.12




Building Connections

As we indicated, the need for connection will be a focus of the first skillset, “Accepted Me as I Was.” But the reality is that every skillset and every best practice can be considered as a way to make a connection with students. It could be said that this entire book is about helping students feel school connectedness. In fact, given that there are three best practices for all seven skillsets, we earnestly considered subtitling the book “21 Ways to Connect With Students.”

Some teachers will be relieved to know that we are not expecting teachers to build deep relationships or become lifelong buddies with students. The focus is on connecting with students in simple ways. Administrators, in particular, will also be interested to know that every best practice can also be applied to making connections with the adults in a school. Don’t forget the adults!




Keeping It Simple

Teachers already have plenty to do. So we selected best practices that are practical and that do not require a lot of time or resources. Some teachers may even suggest the best practices are too simple, even commonsensical. That may be true, but common sense is not always common practice. And, as far as we are concerned, simple is a must for teachers who already handle numerous important responsibilities with limited bandwidth.

With teachers’ best interests in mind, the best practices are presented in bite-sized fashion so that teachers can study and apply them one at a time and over a period of time. They can study them on their own, or as a professional development opportunity with a team, school, or district.


Important: The best practices in this book are designed for general use with all students. If you see signs that a student could be facing a mental health challenge that is beyond what you consider typical—such as isolating themselves, showing sudden mood changes, or hinting at harming themselves or others—seek the partnership of a school counselor or mental health specialist. They are equipped with strategies and tools for assisting students, and know when and how to involve parents and other professionals. Partner with them. When at all possible, do not go it alone.








You, the Leader

There is actually a third reason we chose Teacher Believed in Me as the book’s main title. It comes from the timeless and classic story of Anne Sullivan and Helen Keller.

Anne and Helen were both products of a teacher who believed in them. For Helen, who became deaf and blind as a child, that teacher was Anne. Whereas all previous attempts by experts to work with Helen had failed, Anne quickly ignited in Helen a passion for lifelong learning and contribution. The pair ended up staying together for 49 years, much of which was spent promoting the rights of women and the blind. After Anne’s passing, Helen wrote a book to honor Anne, who she always called Teacher. She concluded it with what might be the highest tribute a teacher can receive: “Teacher believed in me, and I resolved not to betray her faith.”13

Isn’t that every teacher’s quest? To believe in students in such a way that students come to believe in themselves and resolve to do something special as a result. We call that leadership.

Our experience is that teachers receive far more training in classroom management than they do in how to lead students. Perhaps this is why many classrooms are over-managed and under-led. This book is about teachers being leaders.

Classroom leadership is about effectiveness—doing what is most important. It is helping students develop a vision of the bigger picture of life and how they might contribute. It is setting clear expectations. It is creating routines and systems that engage students in learning and sustain their progress. It is inspiring, entrusting, empowering, and correcting students in positive ways. It is enabling students to believe in themselves.

In contrast, classroom management is about efficiency—doing what is most important in a timely, quality manner. It is organizing resources, spaces, schedules, and procedures so that learning is maximized. It is ensuring that routines and systems are properly implemented and maintained. It is bringing structure and order to a classroom. It is meeting—or exceeding—expectations.14

Leadership and management are both essential in classrooms. Yet the people we interviewed and surveyed spoke almost entirely about how their “difference maker” teachers led and inspired them, not about how their teachers managed and controlled them. That is why we refer to them throughout the remainder of the book as the seven leadership skillsets.

When Drs. Richard DuFour and Robert Marzano opened their book Leaders of Learning by declaring: “Every person who enters the field of education has both an opportunity and an obligation to be a leader,”15 they were not calling on a few superhero teachers to step up and be leaders while the rest stand back and admire. They were challenging “every” teacher to be a leader. Why? Because every classroom has students who are struggling and every classroom has students who are looking for a teacher to inspire them, a teacher to believe in them. As former teacher Rita Pierson so aptly put it, “Every child deserves a champion—an adult who will never give up on them, who understands the power of connections, and insists that they become the best that they can possibly be.” 16

That champion—that leader—can be you.




Looking Ahead

This book is organized in the following way: Chapters 1–7 each focus on one of the seven leadership skillsets and the basic need it most addresses. Each chapter contains three best practices teachers can apply to connect with students and increase their positive well-being. Each contains temperance factors—tips for finding the correct balance between doing too much and doing too little. Each concludes with a reminder that every best practice can also be applied to the adults in the school. Don’t forget the adults!

Next is Chapter 8, titled “Crafting a Sustainable Plan.” It may be the most important chapter. Why? Because it makes everything feel doable. There are more best practices in this book than teachers will want to attempt. Think of them as items in a healthy buffet. You do not need to consume them all, and especially not all at once. You can always come back for more. Nevertheless, Chapter 8 suggests a few approaches to consider when choosing how to best apply the leadership skillsets and best practices to your unique circumstances and students. It even suggests how to do so in as few as 10 minutes per day when spread over a school year and when using what we call the power of 10.

The final chapter, “Just Love 2.0 Them!,” re-highlights key learnings from the book. It emphasizes the reality that teachers will be less than fully effective in applying the leadership skillsets unless students feel their teachers genuinely care about them. In the end, do we expect the seven leadership skillsets to prevent all emotional or social challenges? No. Will the skillsets stop every anxiety, sad moment, suicide, violent act, or lonely day? No. Will applying the skillsets allow teachers to create conditions for students’ positive well-being to thrive? Yes!

It is difficult to write a one-size-fits-all book that perfectly addresses all levels and varieties of students and teachers. So as you study each leadership skillset, focus foremost on the principles. If you are a secondary teacher, for example, and come across a best practice from an elementary teacher or university professor, please do not regard it as irrelevant. Focus on the principle behind what is being said and find ways to adapt it to your students and circumstances. Make it your own.

Throughout the book, we refer to ourselves as Dr. Hatch, Muriel, or “we.” We are the storytellers, whereas true credit for the insights in this book goes to the researchers and educators whom we honor and celebrate in these pages. While each story we share is true, the names of some students and adults have been altered to respect their privacy.

If you happen to be one of the thousands of educators in a Leader in Me school, you may recognize us as co-authors of the book The Leader in Me, along with Dr. Stephen R. Covey and Sean Covey. The Leader in Me and this book serve complementary purposes. Each strengthens the other. That being said, there is no need to be familiar with The Leader in Me to understand, apply, and benefit from the principles in this book.

Now, before moving on to the next chapter, we suppose we would not be true educators if we didn’t first offer a challenge. So we invite you to read the challenge below and then begin your journey toward furthering your passion for making a difference in students’ positive well-being by connecting, engaging, and leading students.


The Challenge

Don’t wait for the final chapter to begin applying the seven leadership skillsets. Select one or a few students who you think will most benefit from your “stable and committed” influence. Then, as you study each chapter, make a plan to apply the skillsets with those students. Prompts are located at the end of each chapter for you to consider when choosing how you might best go about using the chapter’s insights to make a difference in your students’ positive well-being.












1 Accepted Me as I Was


Not long ago, Dr. Hatch attended a memorial service for Kristi, a former high school teacher who passed away after a long illness. She taught sign language for eight years before leaving to attend to family matters.

Though Kristi had been away from the teaching profession for 15 years, her former students had never forgotten her influence. Several attended her memorial service, and Dr. Hatch couldn’t help but notice how closely connected they were. Each time one arrived, they hugged, smiled, and laughed as if they were still best friends.

As part of the service, 20 of Kristi’s former students performed a tribute song using sign language. The song they chose was entitled “Friends.” It was fortunate that they were singing with their hands because their vocal cords were fully choked with emotions.

What had Kristi done to unite the students? How had she personally connected with each one?

Dr. Hatch learned that much of Kristi’s sign language instruction involved asking and answering questions. She started each class by signing questions to her students about their lives and interests. The students were required to use sign language to respond. The students were equally interested in Kristi’s life but were again required to use sign language to ask their questions. When they lacked the correct signs to respond to Kristi’s questions or to ask her a question, the students worked together to find them. In this way, much of the vocabulary building in Kristi’s classes was actually friendship building.

Students came to know each other so well in Kristi’s class that they ended up staying in touch over the ensuing 15 years, mostly via social media. They included Kristi in their messaging. They celebrated the births of her children. They sent her messages throughout her illness. And the more Dr. Hatch learned about all that had gone on over the years with Kristi and the students, the more it became clear that Kristi’s legacy would remain alive for years to come.


The Need for Connection

What would inspire students to gather 15 years from now to celebrate your life and leadership?

Research predicts the answer to that question will largely depend on how well you connect with students and how much you accept them—as they are. It will depend on how much they feel you care about them—as they are—and how much they perceive you like them—as they are. Before they are inspired by how much potential you see in them, they want to know how much you believe in them—as they are. As the former children’s television host Mr. Rogers put it, “I don’t think anyone can grow unless he’s loved exactly as he is now, appreciated for what he is rather than what he will be.”1

Students use many phrases to describe their need for connection and their desire to be accepted as they are. They talk about “fitting in” or “being a welcomed member of a team” or having a ton of “likes” or “friends” on their social media site. They place extra value on the friends who they say “like me no matter what” or “don’t judge me.” Whatever terms they use, what they are describing is their deep desires to enjoy meaningful relationships.

Researchers likewise use multiple terms and synonyms to describe the need for connection. They write about the need for social connection, social acceptance, or social attachment. Abraham Maslow referred to the need for connection as the need for “love and belonging.” In referring specifically to school connectedness, or school belonging, Carol Goodenow and Kathleen Grady defined it as “the extent to which students feel personally accepted, respected, included, and supported by others in the school social environment.”2 Regardless of the terms you prefer to use, we suggest that they include the phrase “as they are” at least in spirit.

Students’ perceptions of how connected they feel at school are important for many reasons. Not the least of which is the impact that they have on academics. When students perceive they belong and are accepted at school, their engagement in class discussions rises, their perceived value of school increases, their academic performance improves, and their expectancy that they can do well academically grows. In contrast, when students lack feelings of belonging at school, they are more likely to be absent, tardy, or drop out. They are also less likely to complete homework.3 In the words of Dr. Linda Darling-Hammond, who is one of the most respected researchers in the field of education, “When that sense of belonging is there, children throw themselves into the learning environment. When that sense of belonging is not there, children will alienate, they will marginalize, they will step back.”4

What about the impact of school connectedness on students’ social and emotional well-being? When students perceive they belong at school, they feel increased self-worth, sociability, and optimism. They possess increased resilience and greater ability to escape poverty.5 In contrast, when students perceive they do not belong, they are more likely to experience anxiety, depression, disordered eating, and suicidal thoughts. They feel rejected and may turn to alcohol or drugs for relief and escape. They are also more likely to engage in lying and cheating.6 Some students crave acceptance to the extent that they go to great lengths to acquire items with popular brand names—such as clothing or cell phones—thinking that belongings will bring them belonging.

A core emphasis of the research on positive well-being is the study of happiness. What makes people happy? Philosophers and poets have debated that question for thousands of years. And what modern happiness researchers have concluded is that of the many factors that lead people to be happy, there is one factor that stands well above all others. That one factor is positive relationships. Connections.

In fact, for the past 80 years, a series of Harvard scientists have been conducting what they call “the world’s longest study on happiness.” To date, their one overarching finding is: “Good relationships keep us all happier and healthier.”7 And virtually every happiness researcher agrees: “Connections are the key to happiness.”8 These and other research findings fully support the CDC’s conclusion that one of the best ways to support students’ mental health is to help them build positive relationships—connections—at school.

The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) has been tracking school belonging among 15–16-year-old students for more than two decades. A recent report covered 79 countries and 600,000 students, and all indicators suggest that students’ feelings of school connectedness are on a slow but steady decline. Roughly a third of the world’s students say they do not feel they belong at school. Students from minority or impoverished upbringings generally feel even less connectedness at school.9

Gallup International has also surveyed hundreds of thousands of students about topics related to school connectedness. It reports that “having a best friend at school” is one of the best predictors of student engagement. It gives students “a reason to show up, makes their days more enjoyable, and encourages positive behaviors.” On the positive side, 70 percent of students indicate that they do have a best friend at school.10 Some adults might judge 70 percent as being “good enough,” but what about the other 300 out of every 1,000 students who do not have a best friend at school? Given that it puts them at risk of not being engaged in school or falling into patterns of anxiety and depression, we cannot consider 70 percent as “good enough.”

Far too many students come and go from school each day without anyone acknowledging their existence. They feel invisible. Forgotten. They are longing for belonging at a time when they are experiencing what therapists are calling an “epidemic of loneliness.” Many even refer to today’s young people as “the loneliest generation.”

The ironic thing about loneliness is that it rarely comes alone. It is close companions with anxiety and depression, and seldom does one show up in a student’s life without the others coming along. Together, they are known to lead to heart disease, sleep disorders, and other physical ailments. The former two-time United States Surgeon General Dr. Vivek H. Murthy has even warned that loneliness creates a greater risk for early death than does smoking tobacco, whereas connections have the potential to heal.11 All this puts the physical well-being of individuals at risk, and places stressors on their families and society in general.12

More costly in our minds is the impact that chronic loneliness can have on students’ self-perceptions. Some interpret their loneliness to be an indication that something is wrong with them. Some take it to a point of feeling shame, which Dr. Brené Brown defines as “the intensely painful feeling or experience of believing we are flawed and therefore unworthy of acceptance and belonging.”13

Of course, a worst-case scenario is for students to become so lonely or feel so shamed that they develop thoughts of self-harm or of doing harm to others. Feeling not accepted and not connected is a known contributor to thoughts of self-harm or of harming others. Some reports have even revealed that in cases of school shootings, 95 percent of attackers are current or former students of the school, and more than 70 percent report they felt persecuted, bullied, or ostracized at school.14 Loneliness can be dangerous.

Much blame for students’ loneliness is aimed at the misuse of smartphones and social media.15 Dr. Kay Tye, a neuroscientist at the Salk Institute for Biological Sciences, explains why social media and other digital experiences—including gaming—can diminish students’ feelings of connectedness. “Social media,” she says, “largely consists of watching other people interact from afar, passively witnessing them making comments and responding without any real-time feedback.” With social media, she adds, “You don’t get eye contact. You don’t get any sort of touching. You can’t even laugh together. So there’s no brain-synchrony connection. There’s only the feeling that you’re missing out. There’s only the social exclusion.”16

Indeed, when it comes to examining the research, there is not much good news for students whose primary social connections are internet connections. That being said, it is fair to acknowledge that social media and smartphones have connected, re-connected, and kept connected many friendships; they have even made global connections more possible. So there are pros and cons.

So what this all tells us is that students’ perceptions of connection clearly impact all three general categories of basic needs: physical, intellectual, and social-emotional. The question that then arises is: Do teachers have any influence over students’ feelings of school connectedness?

Dr. Kelly-Ann Allen of Monash University in Australia has monitored the research on school belonging over the past few decades. She and a few colleagues published a meta-analysis on hundreds of research studies and identified ten factors that influence students’ feelings of school belonging. The ten factors included a student’s personality, peer support, parent support, teacher support, and the social and emotional environment of their school. In the end, it was teacher support that turned out to be the top predictor of students’ perceived feelings of school belonging. So yes, teachers can and do influence students’ feelings of school connectedness.17

In fact, research from the Springtide Research Institute suggests that the more trusted adults students have in their lives, the better. The institute surveyed a thousand 13–25-year-olds to examine the impact that trusted adults have on students’ feelings of school connectedness. Thirty-three percent of the students reported “I feel all alone,” while 36 percent indicated “No one understands me.” What was most enlightening, however, was what happened when the researchers examined the data in relation to the number of “trusted adults” young people have in their lives. As the table below indicates, the more trusted adults the students reported having in their lives, the less they reported feeling completely alone and not understood.18





	Trusted Adults in Their Lives

	% reporting, “I feel completely alone.”

	% reporting, “No one understands me.”





	0

	62

	70




	1

	46

	60




	2–4

	29

	41




	5 or more

	9

	24







So once again we see that trusted adults, such as teachers, can and do have an influence on students’ feelings of connection and positive well-being. Which begs the next question of: What specifically can teachers do to enable students to feel more acceptance and connection at school?

What follows are three best practices to consider when trying to help students feel increased acceptance and connectedness at school. Each is intended to enable teachers to build connections with students, and increase their positive well-being and readiness to learn.




Three Best Practices for Accepting Students as They Are

According to the research literature and people’s comments about teachers who made a difference in their lives, three best practices for connecting with students and helping them to feel increased acceptance at school are:

My teacher…


	called me by name.

	took an interest in me.

	voiced respect for me.




Called Me by Name

In Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, the enraptured Juliet pauses on a balcony to ask Romeo, “What’s in a name?”

A teacher was talking with a former student and the name of one of their peers came up. When the teacher asked how that peer was doing, the former student responded: “He’s doing great. But he thinks you never liked him.” The teacher was stunned. He not only liked the student, he thought very highly of him. “Why would he think I never liked him?” he asked. “He says you could never remember his name” was the reply.

We visited a secondary school in Central America. We had been there the previous year and were hosted by a student named Karol. When, on our return visit, we happened to see Karol walking past us in a hallway, we casually said, “Hola, Karol.” She was shocked that we remembered her name. Her friends were also surprised and made a big hoopla about it.

That brief exchange caught the attention of the student who was our host for that day. Three or four times throughout the day she checked to make sure we recalled her name. We could tell she was trying to ensure that, if we ever returned to the school, we would also remember her name. When a year later we did return, guess who was waiting to greet us? We could tell by her eyes what she wanted to know. So, before she could ask, we called her by name. One would have thought she had just passed her national exams. She was so delighted! It was not because we were smart enough to remember her name but because she felt that she was important enough for us to remember her name.

Muriel was checking into a hotel when the desk attendant asked her about the purpose of her trip. When Muriel indicated she would be working with schools, the attendant asked: “Oh, do you know the superintendent?” Muriel responded that she did. The attendant then raved about the superintendent. She described how her son had the superintendent as a teacher in elementary school. The son was now a senior in high school. The superintendent had been at the high school a few weeks earlier and happened to see her son. He called her son by name. The son couldn’t believe the superintendent would recognize him, let alone call him by name. And on and on the desk attendant raved about the superintendent. Why? Because he had remembered her son and called him by name.

Names are one of the first things friends learn about one another. Names often have deep familial and cultural meanings. Names are a part of a student’s identity. It is no accident that professional salespeople are trained to use customers’ names often, particularly at the start and end of conversations. They know that customers like to hear their name in affirming ways. Students are no different.

Our colleague Gary McGuey has worked with as many teachers and students as anyone we know. He reminds teachers that when students hear their name spoken, the regions of their brains that are responsible for thought patterns and behaviors related to their identity and personality literally activate. They become more engaged.19

It may be difficult for secondary or university teachers to remember every student’s name, given how their students rotate in and out of classrooms every hour, like passengers coming and going in an airport. However, when a teacher is not willing to attempt to learn names, it impersonalizes their connections with students and sends a clear message that says, “You are just another student.” In contrast, when a teacher respectfully calls a student by name, what that student hears is: “I know who you are. I’m interested in you as a person. You are more to me than a test score.”

The real key is not that a teacher remembers students’ names; it is that students hear their names spoken in positive ways. Respectfully calling a student by name turns a casual teacher-student relationship into a meaningful connection. Students feel less anonymity and more accountability for their actions, and are more likely to behave in positive ways.

The best way to ensure that students hear their names called on a consistent basis is to create routines or systems. In the following example, what routines do you observe being used with a first grade student named Anthony?

As Anthony boards the school bus each morning, the driver says, “Good morning, Anthony.” Anthony then goes and sits alone.

Upon arrival at the school, a few administrators, support staff, and students are stationed near the school’s entrance to welcome students by name and provide a friendly greeting. They have a special eye out for students who sit alone or may be having a rough start to a day.

Given the mass of students arriving at the same time, Anthony may slip into the school without hearing his name. But once he arrives at his classroom, there is little chance of him going unnoticed. His teacher is standing at the door to extend a warm greeting and call him by name. Inside the classroom, the name recognition continues as Anthony’s teacher, for the first few weeks of the year, begins each morning by taking attendance using the following routine:


	
Teacher: “Good morning, Anthony.”

	
Class (in unison): “Good morning, Anthony.”

	
Anthony: “Good morning, class.”



Anthony’s teacher then shifts to the next student and repeats the routine until each student has had a chance to hear their name spoken and learn the names of their peers. And so it is that within the first few minutes of each day, Anthony and his peers have each had the chance to hear their names spoken by a bus driver, an administrator, their teacher, their classmates, and perhaps a few other friends. He feels accepted. Connections are made.

Of course, teachers may prefer to use entirely different routines for calling students by name. Secondary teachers may prefer to greet and connect with students inside the classroom. They may chat and laugh with students as they arrive, as opposed to preparing for a lesson. They may not get to every student every day, but they will on a consistent basis because they have a routine.

Other teachers make it a routine to call daily attendance out loud, using good eye contact to let students know their teacher knows their name and who they are. The exact nature of the routine is less important than having a regular routine to ensure that each student is acknowledged in a positive manner.

Calling students by name can also occur in print form. We know a teacher who faithfully writes students’ names on assignments when scoring papers and tests. Instead of writing “Good job!,” she writes “Good job, Mary.” The simple addition of her name honors Mary with a personal touch and lets her know that her teacher is aware of her.

It is equally important, if not more important, for students to hear their names being respectfully used by peers. Teachers can facilitate this. Some teachers, for example, invite students to take turns reading attendance—out loud—instead of doing it themselves. As the assigned student calls out the names of their peers—one by one—that student learns the names of their peers and their peers have the chance to hear their name being spoken by a peer. Other teachers plan get-to-know-you activities at the start of each year to ensure that students learn and use each other’s names. These are but a small sampling of routines teachers can use to ensure that students hear their name.

It is important to use students’ names in respectful ways. The famous Irish playwright George Bernard Shaw hated the name George, so he insisted that his teachers and friends called him Bernard. You may have students who feel similarly about their names. And, for sure, no student likes to hear their name mispronounced or made fun of, or to be given a derogatory nickname. What student wants to hear their name spoken only when they are in trouble?

So, getting back to Juliet’s question, “What’s in a name?,” if hearing their name spoken respectfully helps students feel a greater sense of connection and acceptance, then there is enormous value in calling students by name.


What effective systems or routines have you found to be helpful in learning and using students’ names?






Took an Interest in Me

Andre Deshotel is a superb behavioral coach. He works at an elementary school where a high percentage of students come from emotionally stressed backgrounds. He knows well the power of connections and calling students by name. “Connections set the stage for cooperation,” he insists before adding that “If Bobby’s teacher wants to make a real connection with Bobby, and hopes for Bobby to fully cooperate in class, then Bobby’s teacher will not only call Bobby by name, he will also get to know the name of Bobby’s pet hamster. Bobby’s teacher will then see how much quicker Bobby will be inclined to work on his math assignment.”

Teachers cannot fully accept students “as they are” until they know something about their interests and backgrounds—their stories. Some students’ stories are full of action and adventure. Some are mysteries. Some are filled with romance. Some are horror stories. Some are fictional works—a mixture of truth and wishful thinking. Some students’ stories are historical; others are hysterical. How well do you know your students’ stories?

When talking with people about a teacher who made a difference in their life, a common comment we heard was: “She was interested in me as a person, not just my academics.”

Traci is a school administrator and the parent of a high school student. When her daughter raved about a certain teacher, Traci couldn’t help but ask: “What is so special about this teacher?” “She just gets us, Mom,” the daughter replied. “She just gets us.”

Clearly, the teacher had done something to show interest in her students. Contrast the daughter’s experience with the following three brief accounts, beginning with this man’s recollection:


At the start of my junior year of high school, my mother was diagnosed with cancer. None of my teachers knew it, and I don’t remember there being a natural opportunity for me to tell them.

Mom was very weak. So my sister and I took turns with chores like cooking meals, shopping, giving her rides to the doctor, and so on. That was in addition to our schoolwork. It was a busy and emotional year.

Mom died the week before finals. On the day of her funeral, I was marked absent in all my classes. None of my teachers knew why. They were all good teachers, but I suppose I could have also marked them absent from my life that day.



How many parents have felt a portion of what this single mother expressed following a parent–teacher conference?


I was exhausted after work and only reluctantly attended my son’s fourth grade parent–teacher conference. I wanted to be a good mom.

“Oh, you’re Matt’s mom,” the teacher began while opening her gradebook. “I see that Matt is a little below average in math. He’s doing average in reading and writing. Matt’s citizenship is above average.”

And on the teacher rambled. She was describing my son entirely based on how he compared against some class average.

I kept thinking: “Is this my Matt she is talking about? The boy who gets himself out of bed and dressed every morning on his own while I’m off to work. The boy who makes sure his little sister gets fed and safely to her classroom each morning. The boy who cheers me up when I am down. Is it my little hero she is talking about? Does she even halfway understand all he has gone through in his short life?”

I almost told her she was a below-average teacher.



Last, Dr. Hatch recalls from his middle school years a student named Steve. Steve could take a car engine apart and put it back together by himself, which is why his hands were always as greasy and black as his long hair. He seldom stayed awake in class.

Mr. Newman was the science teacher. He, too, had long hair, only his was solid white. He combed it straight back as if it was a foamy wave crashing down upon the back of his neck.

Steve saw zero value in completing Mr. Newman’s homework assignments, and Mr. Newman had zero tolerance for “lazy” students like Steve. So the two did their best to ignore each other.

One day, a man from the school district interrupted our class. He had come to announce an award for a student in our class who had scored the highest in the entire district on the state science exam. With 60,000 students in the district, it was a big deal.

Suspense grew as Mr. Newman and all of us students tried to guess who that student might be. Sure enough, it was Steve.

What Dr. Hatch remembers well was Mr. Newman’s face when Steve’s name was announced. He was not happy. He may have even growled. That is because Mr. Newman was far more into managing students than he was into leading them. He was more into getting students to be silent than he was into discovering that there was a budding genius sitting toward the back of the room with his head on his desk.

Had Mr. Newman taken an interest in Steve, he might have discovered that Steve’s widowed mother always kept science magazines on their living room table. Even before Steve could read, he would study the pictures.

Had Mr. Newman taken an interest in Steve, he might have discovered that Steve knew more about certain aspects of science than his science teacher did, and that Steve was far more bored in the class than he was lazy.

Yes, had Mr. Newman taken an interest in Steve, he might have become that one steady, committed, and supportive adult Steve desperately needed in his life.

All three of these examples point to the importance of teachers creating routines for taking an interest in students’ stories. Consider a few suggestions and examples of routines and systems that we have observed teachers utilizing.


Dedicate a Specific Time for Learning Students’ Stories

We were at a secondary school interviewing students about their school’s fabulous culture, and the name of one teacher kept popping up. We asked the principal if we could observe the teacher in action. She agreed and came along with us.

It was a Monday. To start off class, the teacher had a student lead the other students through what they called “Monday’s Highs and Lows.” (Some call this “Roses and Thorns.”) Within the span of 10 minutes, each student shared something that had gone well over the weekend (a high) and something that had gone not so well (a low). It was the teacher’s every-Monday routine for finding out what was going on in her students’ lives. “When students come back from a weekend,” she told us, “they want a few minutes to re-connect with each other. If I don’t give it to them, they find time in the middle of my lesson to do it. Besides, it is the one time when I learn the most about my students.”

As we departed that class, the principal told us that she had learned more about the students in those 10 minutes than she had in the two previous years she had known them. She committed to creating a routine of her own to learn more about students’ stories.




Ask Safe Questions

Teachers who connect with students tend to ask a high number of safe questions, such as: “What did you enjoy about your summer?” Or, “If you were not here loving my class today, what would you rather be doing?” They avoid drilling students only about their test scores or missing assignments and focus instead on taking an interest in their students’ interests.

Mr. Salazar, for instance, teaches high school history. While calling attendance each day, he invites students to respond to a safe question, such as, “What is your favorite dessert?” Then, when their name is called, each student replies with a two-second answer, “Chocolate ice cream!” “Donuts.” “Mom’s cookies.” In those brief seconds, Mr. Salazar learns something small about each student, and the entire class has fun learning about each other. It is Mr. Sal’s daily routine for learning portions of students’ stories.

As teachers build trust with students, they may take their questions a little deeper to discover what matters most to students, what is worrying them, or what is and is not going well in their lives. They might ask, “You haven’t seemed to be yourself for a few days. How are you feeling?” Or, “On a scale of 1 to 10, what is your stress level?” Students respond; teachers listen.

Another safe way to ask safe questions is to seek students’ input or advice: “I’m looking for something fun for my family to do this weekend. What fun things do your families do on weekends?” Or, “I’m on a committee and we are trying to improve the school’s culture. Do you have any ideas?” In listening to the students’ answers, teachers learn about their students’ friends, hobbies, family life, and other interests—their stories.

The intent of asking safe questions is not to pry into students’ private backgrounds but to make connections.




Meet Students Where They Are At

Our colleague Lonnie Moore was a middle school math teacher. One year at his school, there was a discussion about which teacher would be assigned to take on a student named Jimmy, who had been a challenge for teachers in the past. Mr. Moore said, “I want him.”

Instead of waiting for the next school year to arrive, Mr. Moore proactively began to seek out Jimmy. He located him one day in a hallway and introduced himself. He told Jimmy that he was looking forward to having him in his class the next year. Each time he saw Jimmy from then on, he would say hello and ask how things were going. Before the summer break arrived, there was a glimmer of hope that Mr. Moore could make a difference in Jimmy’s life.

When the new year arrived, Mr. Moore was quick to reconnect with Jimmy, asking him about his summer. Occasionally, they had one-on-one conversations that were not about math but about Jimmy’s interests. By the semester’s end, Jimmy received a B grade with zero behavioral issues. A difference was made in Jimmy’s life.

Jimmy was not the only recipient of Mr. Moore’s efforts to meet students where they were at. He was leaving school one day when he noticed a soccer match going on. He knew that one of his struggling students, Scott, was on the team. Soccer, not math, was what Scott cared about most, which was why he was earning a near-failing grade in Mr. Moore’s class.

Mr. Moore walked over to the soccer match with hopes that he might find some small way to connect with Scott. Conveniently, within a matter of minutes Scott scored a goal. Everyone was cheering as he ran by the sidelines where he was greeted by a crowd of hands reaching out to give him a high five. Scott high-fived Mr. Moore’s hand before he realized it was Mr. Moore. He stopped and looked back. “Mr. Moore! What are you doing here?”

“I came to see you play, Scott,” said Mr. Moore. “I’ve heard how good you are and wanted to see for myself.”

When Scott entered Mr. Moore’s classroom the next day, he was a different student. A connection with Mr. Moore had been made on the soccer field that would not have happened in the classroom. Scott began to transfer that connection to his math studies. He wanted to impress Mr. Moore. Before long, Scott’s growing confidence in math began to spill over to other subjects.

Four years later, Mr. Moore received a phone call: “Mr. Moore, this is Scott. Do you remember me?”

“Yes, Scott. I absolutely remember you,” replied Mr. Moore. “How’s soccer? How’s life?”

“Things are going great,” said Scott. “I’ve been selected as an honor student for graduation and was told I could invite one of my former teachers to sit in the front row to represent all the teachers who have impacted my life. Would you be that teacher for me?”

Did Mr. Moore do anything grandiose to turn Jimmy’s and Scott’s lives around? No. It was not much more than a “Hey, Jimmy!” or a high five followed up with some regular in-class attention. But in both cases, connections were started outside the classroom with Mr. Moore proactively meeting the boys where they were at.

Of course, teachers can also find ways to meet students where they are at within the classroom. But at times, it is helpful for teachers to get outside the classroom, to attend school events, or find other times to observe students mingling with friends and family in non-classroom ways.




Tailor Class Assignments

Regardless of the subject matter they teach, teachers can tailor existing assignments to better get to know students and their stories. English teachers can assign students to write a short essay about a favorite memory from the past year. Art teachers can invite students to draw a picture of what they like to do during their non-school hours. History teachers can ask students to write a story from their personal or family history. Foreign language teachers can assign students to write a paragraph describing their family in the foreign language: “Ich bin eines von vier Kindern.” Music teachers can have students compile a mix of favorite songs. And so on. Every subject matter has assignments that can be tailored to help teachers discover a portion of students’ stories.





Create a System to Record Students’ Interests

Some teachers create a system for recording students’ interests. Ms. Michelle, for example, keeps a chart to record her elementary students’ interests. She updates it each time she learns something that is of interest about a student. Then, if she notices Abby is struggling to feel included, Ms. Michelle refers to her chart, sees that Abby’s favorite color is purple, and then she wears purple the next day, saying, “Abby, I wore this shirt just for you.” Or, if she looks at the chart and sees what Jose’s favorite song is, she plays the song as students enter the classroom the next morning and says something like, “This is Jose’s favorite. Let’s all dance in honor of Jose.” Can you sense Abby’s and Jose’s connection with their teacher growing?

Plenty of teachers start a year with a student interest survey to get to know students. It is a system that works for them. The important thing is for teachers to create systems and routines that work for them.




Enlist the Village

Since “it takes a village to raise a child,” why not enlist the help of the village in discovering students’ interests and stories? Talking with former teachers or parents may reveal insights into students’ stories that may not be discovered in any other way. Harvard’s Dr. Karen Mapp suggests that teachers ask parents: “What are your dreams for your child’s education and future? What capacity do you have to support your child’s learning? What are your child’s strengths?… I’m interested in learning from you about your child’s interests and how your child learns best.”20 Notice that the questions are phrased positively. In many cases, parents will mention any worrisome “watch outs” they have without teachers needing to ask.





For Each “Me” Offer a “We”

For students to feel a full sense of school connectedness, they must have a “somewhere” or a “someone” to go to, a safe haven where they feel comfortable and accepted as they are. It may be a certain class or teacher. It may be as a member of the school band, a choir, a club, or a sports team. It may be in a homeroom or an advisory setting. It may be that they are part of the student council or a service group. It is somewhere where students perceive that at least one person is genuinely interested in them, understands them, and accepts them as they are.

In other words, every “me” deserves at least one opportunity to be part of a meaningful “we.” For students at one high school we visited, their somewhere is in the Success Lab. Students who are at risk of dropping out, failing school, or experiencing anxiety go there. They may go there because they feel that they don’t fit in or feel intimidated in the more traditional classrooms. Perhaps they have a social anxiety or a learning disability that requires them to learn in a different manner or pace. Regardless of the reason, Ms. Rogers, Mr. Rowland, and Mr. Davis are the someones who are there to welcome each student to the Success Lab. These teachers know each student’s story. They work with them at their own pace. They enable them to progress well ahead of their previous levels. They offer a place for them to connect with each other, a place for them to feel success, a place for them to feel accepted. From there, the students can venture out into other classes if and when they desire. But it all starts with the caring, nonjudgmental natures of their teachers in the Success Lab who accept them as they are.

Wherever that place may be, or whoever that someone may be, at your school, every “me” deserves a chance to feel part of a meaningful “we.”



So there are a few ways to connect with students by taking an interest in them. As Dale Carnegie notes in his legendary book How to Win Friends and Influence People: “You can make more friends in two months by becoming interested in other people [or students] than you can in two years by trying to get other people [or students] interested in you.”21


What are some routines or systems you use to take an interest in students and their stories?








Voiced Respect for Me

We know of no better way for teachers to let students know they are accepted—as they are—than to tell them. Tell students that they accept them as they are. Tell students that they respect them. Tell students that they believe in them.

For 32 years, millions of children were greeted each morning by a sweater-clad Fred Rogers. Better known as television’s “Mr. Rogers,” he closed each program by saying: “You’ve made this day a special day by just your being you. There’s no person in the whole world like you. And I like you just the way you are.”22 It was his daily routine for letting each child in his “neighborhood” know that he accepted them. It was a message of acceptance.

Too often, students hear messages of non-acceptance. Dr. Ruby Payne, author of Emotional Poverty, says that when students’ external environments tell them they are less than, separate from, or inferior to other students, they do not feel acceptance.23 When they are mocked by peers for any reason, such as race, economic status, religion, or academic or athletic ineptness, the message they hear is that they are not accepted as they are. They feel disconnected. They feel unwanted. Mother Teresa, who lived among the poorest of the poor, described the feeling of being unwelcomed as the most terrible form of poverty.24

Some teachers send “You’re unwanted!” messages to students that are so subtle that even the teachers themselves are not conscious of them. For example, when a teacher always selects the same five students to help them, they send a silent message to all other students that they are being excluded. Or when a teacher always selects the same ten students’ art to be displayed in the school’s art show every year, it sends a subtle but real message to all other students that they are excluded as “artists.” As silent and subtle as those messages may be, students hear them loud and clear, especially when the non-selected students consistently come from a marginalized group.
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