Dear Mary Anne,

     You certainly have raised a crucial issue. I don't know about changing the culture of a whole school, but I think I have been consistently successful solving this problem in my own classroom. First, an atmosphere of caring and personal concern begins to improve the class tone or attitude. Second, focusing students on future goals, both long range and short range, then having them map out the kinds of steps required to reach long range goals (the short range goals), then the steps to reach or accomplish the short range goals, lets them see there really isn't time to fool around with stupidity if they are to get to where they really want to go. These issues are dealt with in my classroom by means of nonfiction writing assignments. I also place various selections I have devised on goal setting, career planning, how to make wise decisions, etc. in outline form on the blackboard to help them on the way. Third, I find it necessary to instill in my students the concept of the value of the individual. This entails the concept that we are all different, and that we are all extremely valuable, and we all deserve respect. I tackle this issue with my daily proverbs and quotations assignment and my weekly Proverb Application Writing composition assignments. I suppose some might equate these tactics with values and character education. I think the English class is just the place for that. Literature is a great tool in this regard. So is writing—particularly free writing, where students have the opportunity to write on topics of their choice. For me, their writing gives me a window to see their world and a chance to connect with each student personally.

     For my classes I have developed fourteen broad instructional goals. I have written materials and lesson plans to fulfill each goal. "Changing a school's culture" at the classroom level fits right into my Goal 9: "Encourage positive, appropriate, productive attitudes and values towards education, school, attendance, reading and writing, interpersonal relationships, wise decision making, and careful planning for present and future success." Focusing on this goal produces better results for my students than anything else I have discovered during a long teaching career. It sure beats "drill and kill" grammar drills and worksheets and other "canned" approaches to English teaching, including mandatory pacing charts. And the results are phenomenal. When visiting speakers come to my class to make presentations to my students on Career Day, they always remark how different my classes are. My students are motivated and "on track." Most of them are on the honor roll. An assistant principal at my school told me not long ago that I ought to share my secrets with the rest of the staff because she was well aware that my students (in "regular" classes at that) had far better grade point averages than the rest of the school, which had at that time an average of 1.9 on a 4 point scale.

     By the way, our school has tried school-wide emphases like student of the week, the month, etc., awards assemblies, motivational speakers, multi-cultural emphasis, ethnic or racial emphasis, but these fall far short of being effective. But what takes place in my classroom is effective, and my students appreciate the emphasis.
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>    I have been teaching 6/7th grade English for 28 years. It seems to 

>me that over the years the quality of the work that the students 

>produce had declined markedly.

>

>     So…last spring I had a lunchtime meeting with the several students 

>in my English classes to pose a single question to them. Why did I have 

>to hand out so many fails in our classes? It seemed to me that giving 

>1/3-1/2 of my students a D or an F was way off the charts of 

>acceptable. One student made an interesting comment. "It's cool to be 

>smart in elementary school but it's not cool here." Coincidentally a 

>like comment was made anonymously by a new teacher at my school. "We 

>need to make the good students feel better about themselves."

>

>     I am hoping many of you will respond to this question which seems 

>to me to be something we all ought to be able to do. I guess we aren't 

>doing it well at my school. What do your schools do to make students 

>feel good about being smart? Please reply especially if your school is 

>like mine: kids feel cooler if they aren't perceived as being smart.

>

>

>     Thanks for your thoughts.

>

>

>Mary Anne

>
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