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  To our children, who continue to teach us that we can always choose to learn.
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  Preface

  In a way we have been writing this book our whole lives. Lolly is a sixth-grade teacher. Russ is a university professor. We are parents of five children and grandparents of sixteen grandchildren. It is in living these roles that the principles in this book have emerged. Some would say that we have been “researching our own lived experience,” a method of making meaning by reflecting on one’s life (e.g., Van Manen, 1990). Others might say that we have been conducting studies in “appreciative inquiry,” an approach that helps improve whole organizations by focusing on their core strengths (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005). Still others might conclude that we have drawn from accepted theories in psychology or sociology such as self-efficacy theory (Bandura, 1997).

  This volume might be viewed as a book to improve teaching and learning, a self-help book, or a guide to improve the performance of an entire school. We are not concerned about which view readers take; we simply want to achieve one central purpose: helping readers go beyond where they have gone before—doing better than they thought they could do—and in the process, helping others do the same. This is the central message of this book, and it applies to educators and those they educate—such as teachers, principals, and students—but it also applies to parents and families. We believe that this broad application is possible because the principles we describe in this book are fundamental to human improvement.

  THE MODEL

  This book is organized around a model that we call Choose to Learn. This model consists of eight principles that lead to success (the first principle). The remaining principles are urgency, risk, passion, help, motives, faith, and leadership. By the time you finish the book, these one-word descriptors will help you remember each of the principles we include in the book and will serve as reminders of how you can use these principles to help students and other teachers.

  Everything in the model is based on an individual’s power to make personal choices—decisions that lead one closer to or further away from learning. That is why the illustration of the model at the beginning of each chapter is surrounded by the words “The Power of Personal Agency.” If someone were to ask us about the theoretical premise of the book, we would explain that every diagram, every table, every illustration rests on that one premise: the power of personal agency. Our purpose is to help every reader magnify that power and use it to benefit others.

  APPLYING THE MODEL

  A model or an idea is valuable only to the degree that it is practiced. So many potential advances in education are ineffective not because the ideas are useless but because the ideas are not used. To help readers use the ideas in this book, we have included at the end of each chapter a section titled “Making It Happen.” This section contains suggestions for teachers to use the principles in each chapter to help students become more successful in their learning. Each suggestion is based on real experience with real students in real classrooms. Because we have used these suggestions in our own teaching, we are confident that when you use them, you will see marked improvement in student learning.

  We do not see the lists of ideas in the Making It Happen sections as exhaustive. Instead, they are a way for teachers to begin experimenting with the principles that flow out of each part of the model.

  AUTHOR WEB SITE

  We invite all readers to share with us your ideas for implementing the model. Some of these ideas will focus on how you used the model in the classroom. Others will emphasize personal applications of the model in your own life. To share an idea or learn about others’ ideas, simply go to the following Web site: http://choosetolearn.net/. In addition to a readers’ forum, the site will contain podcasts of the authors describing how to use the principles in the book to help students and others choose to learn.

  HELPING EVERYONE BECOME A LEARNER

  There are few things in life more exciting than doing better than we’ve done before. Life, in one sense, is a series of learning experiences. The more we learn about ourselves and about the world around us, the better our life becomes—but only if we succeed in these learning experiences. If the challenges we face in the classroom or in the home or in our private space overwhelm us, we learn about defeat and may in the process become addicted to it. Then we become less able to face the next difficulty that comes. However, if we overcome the challenges, we learn about victory and become stronger and more certain that we can accomplish whatever goal we may set.

  We agree with Benjamin Barber, a renowned sociologist, who said, “I don’t divide the world into the weak and the strong, or the successes and the failures…. I divide the world into the learners and nonlearners” (see Dweck, 2006, p. 16; emphasis added). The person who chooses not to learn—and to avoid a task because it is too daunting—chooses not to live life to its fullest. The one who says, “This is good enough, I don’t need to do any better,” never feels the sensation of overcoming the seemingly impossible. This book is about helping oneself and others become learners by feeling those sensations every day.

  Note: When we share stories from our own experience, we will use first person. Accounts of younger learners are usually Lolly’s, while those of adult students are Russ’s.
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  Introduction

  Education does not become exciting until both learners and teachers accomplish what they previously thought was impossible. I once taught voice lessons to a teenage boy, Jason, who came to me with no musical gifts. When he began his lessons, he could not match pitch and could not produce a pleasing vocal tone, but he wanted to learn how to sing. In addition to the difficulties he had with singing, he also had a severe reading disability. At first I wondered if Jason would succeed. Listening to him was so painful (a little like chalk squeaking on a blackboard) that our children usually left the house during his lessons.

  But patiently I worked with him until he gained the ability to sing the notes I played on the piano. Finally, after months of practice, he performed a memorized medley of songs before an audience of some four hundred people. Together Jason and I accomplished what both had previously thought was impossible. Gradually our expectations for ourselves and for each other changed, and the success we sought finally arrived.

  This is a book about teaching for success every day. It is not about helping students or teachers become satisfied by meeting minimum requirements from the district or state. Rather, it is a book about how to go beyond these merely acceptable levels of learning. It is about helping teachers and learners alike rise together, reaching heights that they may never have reached before.

  The principles we offer in this book have been proven in practice with young learners as well as with adult learners. The principles work with all age groups because they are fundamental to all successful human endeavors. Identify a school, a class, or an individual that has significantly exceeded minimum acceptable standards of performance, and you will see the principles in this book in action. Perhaps those experiencing the success did not name the principles the way we will name them, but the principles are at the heart of the successful venture nonetheless. By naming them and showing how they affect both teaching and learning, we hope to make them more accessible and easier to use by anyone who reads this book.

  My voice student, Jason, not only accomplished his original goal of learning how to sing but also improved his reading skills, his social skills, and his ability to attack new learning challenges. He gained the courage to sing in front of a large audience without the sound of fear in his voice. He achieved all of this by constantly trying to do his best. And the more he did his best, the better his best became. Likewise, as I kept searching for new approaches to help him, my best also improved. The process relied most importantly on changing the expectations of both learner and teacher. Both Jason and I began to expect success, and success came. This book is about how to help that kind of learning and teaching happen more often.

  WHAT IS SUCCESS?

  We asked a group of teachers recently to define success from a student’s point of view: “How do students know when they’ve succeeded?” Their responses were revealing. One said, “Getting an A.” Another: “Learning everything the teacher taught.” All of the responses were ultimately limiting. None was inspiring. How lofty a goal is it, after all, to get a good grade? What does that grade really mean? Is it possible to get an A and not learn very much? Of course it is. Is it possible to “learn everything the teacher taught” and still not learn a lot? Yes, especially when the teacher doesn’t teach very much. Success for a public school administrator might be for students to score at grade level on the state core tests, but this definition is not very uplifting and would not infuse a student or a teacher with new energy, more motivation, or increased confidence.

  Our definition of success does not focus on meeting minimum standards, whether those standards be grades, test scores, or state mandates. Rather, our definition rests on changes that occur inside the learner and teacher, changes that lead to higher levels of performance than either one of them has previously imagined. Success is being empowered to do what one previously thought was impossible, and then to keep on progressing far beyond anything previously attained. In the field of organizational studies, one of the most well documented theories shows that as personal expectations increase, human performance rises at a predictable rate (David Whetten, personal communication, August 13, 2007). Expectations affect performance in a positive and predictable way, and then performance reciprocates to positively affect expectations. The two keep pushing each other up. Success, then, is when these two forces keep working on each other, and the learner or teacher continues to rise beyond previous levels of performance.

  With our definition, success is not a static goal to be reached. It is dynamic and ever changing. Imagine the pole vaulter jumping over the bar. Success is not clearing the bar and then congratulating oneself. The bar actually keeps rising, and the athlete keeps expecting to clear it. Now, one might say that in this example there is a clear limit. A person can jump only so high, but if one examines pole vault records historically, it becomes clear that the bar has kept rising. For example, in 1912, the world record pole vault height was 4.02 meters. In 1963 the record was 5.00 meters. In 2006, 6.00 meters, and it continues to rise. What was once seen as completely impossible becomes the norm. The records are broken over and over again. Of course, the sport changes, the equipment changes, the athletes become more skilled. The point is that reaching minimum levels is not the definition of success in this sport or any other. It’s going beyond where one has gone before.

  WHAT IS FAILURE?

  If success is going beyond the norm—exceeding one’s personal best—what is failure? It is being satisfied with the present, just the way it is, with no improvement at all. Our definition of failure does not infer that one must regress. Rather, one must simply refuse to get better. It is not only falling short of the mark; it is refusing even to try to reach the mark. But what is the mark? Who sets it? In this book the mark is based on expectations. Failure cannot occur in the absence of expectations, but whose expectations? The teacher’s? The parent’s? The district’s? The state’s?

  When a student develops a pattern of failure, it doesn’t matter who is setting the expectations. A student who is addicted to failure falls short of everyone’s mark because the student has developed a deep-seated belief that success is impossible. This belief—the student’s own expectations—is the most important determinant of all. A student who becomes entrapped in such an addiction—the addiction to unbelief or low expectations—continues to perform poorly year after year and never discovers how good success can taste. Our purpose in this book is to propose realistic ways for educators to help others overcome these addictions to failure by choosing to learn.

  Anytime one learns, one succeeds. Anytime one refuses to learn, one fails. Learning and success are inseparable. To learn does not mean to claw one’s way up to the edge of the cliff and hang on for dear life. It means to get on top of the mountain, stand there, and look around at all that now awaits. Learning is an invitation to the next peak. Failure is saying, “I don’t want to climb that mountain. I’m not a good climber. I will probably fall. I’ll just stay down here at the bottom and wait for you.” The person is choosing—choosing to fail. We are making a case in this book for helping students, teachers—generally everyone—choose success by choosing to learn.


  1

  The Three D’s of Success
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  Slightly overweight and somewhat awkward, Shawn liked video games more than real games, even though he wasn’t very good at either. After school he went downstairs, closed his bedroom door, chose a game on his computer, and tried to make it to the next level. He didn’t feel comfortable with most people, especially adults. He hated his fourth-grade teacher. She just asked him to do things he didn’t want to do. Like reading. Computer images he could handle, but words were not his thing. Still reading on the first-grade level, books were intimidating, and his life didn’t get much better as he went from elementary to secondary school. We actually met him when he was nineteen. We asked him one day if he had ever succeeded at anything—“skateboarding, skiing, anything?” Afraid to look us in the eye, he mumbled, “No.” We then told him that his days of constant failure were over: “You’re going to see what it feels like to succeed.”

  Shawn is like so many of our young people. Each year the Commissioner for the National Center for Educational Statistics produces a report about the state of education in the United States. In the spring of 2007 his report showed that fourth and eighth graders’ reading ability has varied little during the past fifteen years. Fewer than one-third of the students performed at the proficient level, and twelfth graders’ reading performance has decreased significantly, from 40 percent to 35 percent at the proficient level.

  Likewise, fully 39 percent of these twelfth graders in 2005 performed below the “basic” level in mathematics. This means that at the end of their high school education these students did not even possess “partial mastery of fundamental skills.”

  How did students do in science? Quite similarly. The fourth graders showed some improvement during the past ten years, the eighth graders stayed the same, and the twelfth graders did worse. So it appears that even when students show slight gains in the early grades in reading, math, or science, those gains eventually lead to deficits by the time the students graduate from high school (see Schneider, 2007).

  What happens to students as they complete a college education? Again, the data are deeply disappointing. Romano (2005) laments that only 31 percent of college graduates in 2003 read at the proficient level, significantly down from 40 percent ten years earlier. The one clear conclusion from all the data on education, the No Child Left Behind Act, and undergraduate education in the United States is that we are not improving. Policies and programs the nation has implemented to raise literacy rates in reading, math, or science are not working. In short, most students are not succeeding. Many are graduating and getting degrees, but they are not succeeding, because their desire to learn has weakened and diminished rather than grown stronger and brighter.

  We argue that addiction to failure is one of the primary causes of such disappointing results from our system of education. Shawn was obviously addicted to failure. He did not expect to succeed at anything he tried. There may have been some teachers in his life who were also addicted to failure—teachers who did not expect to succeed with Shawn when he was in their class. There might also have been parents, administrators, and policymakers with similar addictions. Why? Because they were not experiencing success in their role—whatever that role was. Those in leadership positions who develop addictions to failure express their frustration in cynical remarks.

  A Chinese student once asked me to define the word cynic. I read her the dictionary definition: “one who believes that human conduct is motivated wholly by self-interest” (Merriam Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, Tenth Edition). A cynic is someone who always focuses on the negative. Cynics, in fact, are addicted to the negative. One of our favorite remarks about cynicism follows: “When I was a young man and was prone to speak critically, my father would say: ‘Cynics do not contribute, skeptics do not create, doubters do not achieve’” (Hinckley, 1986, p. 2).

  Students can fall prey to cynicism but so can teachers and educational leaders. Just listen sometime to educators talk about the policies that govern their practice. The policies might be at the school, district, state, or national level, but rather than focusing on legitimate flaws in a policy and suggesting strategies to improve it, the conversation often turns toward hopelessness and pessimism.

  What we offer in this chapter is an alternative to cynicism, a way out of negativism, an antidote for failure: we call it the Three D’s of Success—desire, decision, and determination. We are convinced that when teachers, students, and leaders practice the Three D’s, addictions to failure and negativism gradually disappear, and learning for everyone—both students and teachers—increases.
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