Dear Maria,

     I have taught at inner city schools nearly all my teaching career. I find that on the first day we just have time to enroll students. We have them fill in a "1007" class card. I also give seats right away, but stress that I have filled out my seating chart in pencil, so if the students want to keep the seats they have chosen, they cannot be out of line. I post my classroom rules on the black board for them to copy into a reference notebook sometime the first or second week. My rules are quite specific and detailed. They need to be specific for the research I have read (submitted as a research paper by a student a few years ago now) argues that African American students will not always respond well to inference and innuendo. Make it plain and specific, and they cooperate nicely. My classroom rules are summarized under two heads: (1) Be where you are supposed to be, (2) do what you are supposed to be doing. Others on this very list last year thought my rules were too detailed and specific, and one person nicely condensed mine down into one or two sentences. But the point is, the students I deal with don't get it when it is abstract and condensed. They do get it when it is specific.

     Sometimes I enjoy having my students write a composition about their most successful experience at school. They write well about that one, and the assignment sets a positive tone for the class.

     I always ask the students to do my "Three Questions Assignment." The three questions are:  Tell (1) What do I feel I most need to learn in English; (2) What do I feel I most enjoy learning in English class; (3) What do I not want to learn in English this year (perhaps because I don't like it, had it before, etc.).  I carefully record their answers on specially prepared pages in my grade book. I can refresh my memory specifically for individual students and direct instruction to their stated interests and felt needs.

     Early on I find ways to let the students help me get to know them better. For me, since I emphasize writing, I often do it through writing assignments. But there are other ways, and when student interest warrants, I permit students to do a variety of other activities that appeal to them.

     I have a fairly predictable pattern of weekly activities that I schedule:  Monday, I give reference notes and other whole class direct instruction; Tuesday and Wednesday I devote to literature reading and discussion; Thursday I devote to my weekly proverb application writing assignment. This assignment, by the way, is particularly effective in establishing good student rapport, attitude, and motivation. Friday I usually devote to the weekly "free writing assignment." For free writing, I allow students to write on self-selected topics. When a student cannot think of anything to write about, I have a folder with lists of writing topics I have devised over the years arranged by mode of discourse: narration, description, exposition, and argumentation. When students are unable to write essays or even paragraphs, I have devised open-ended sentence completion exercises that they love to do, and it gets them into writing. Some years I use Thursday for vocabulary review, Friday for vocabulary testing, Monday for introducing new vocabulary, when I am emphasizing the vocabulary strand. I present them with research articles on the utility of learning vocabulary, and practices that work most effectively to do so. I even have an article that predicts future maximum income based on present vocabulary level. I've had to adjust its figures for inflation a couple of times, though, so it is getting old. But the idea is valid. I tell some of my students not to marry a guy that can't afford the lifestyle they desire!

     The Monday reference note strand I use to cover topics to boost my students' achievement. I start with notes on "How to Study." I cover next "Test Taking Techniques," and so forth. Sometimes I cover strictly literary topics. My personal favorite is an outline titled "What Can Literature Do for Me?" I must confess that in all my schooling I don't ever recall a lesson about that, and I believe that is most fundamental! I delve into issues relating to literary interpretation. Yes, contrary to the opinion of some of my college professors, there are rules of interpretation (technically called hermeneutics), and if you break the rules, you come up with an incorrect interpretation. I have a four-foot bookshelf devoted to that subject here in my home library room, and I read the heaviest of them (700 pages long) three times through when I was an eleventh grade high school student. I use the rules in conjunction with a sequence of poetry interpretation assignments I have devised, starting with short, easy poems, "Four Ducks on a Pond," and ultimately extending to more complex ones, "I Never Lost as Much But Twice." I show them that the best interpretation or explanation of a work of literature accounts for all the material (imagery)in the most direct way without violating the law of non-contradiction; assuming, of course, that most authors write to be understood, not to confuse. In the process, I teach students to use reason, logic, and evidence to arrive at the best possible understanding of what they read. I have a strand related to college and career planning, and lots more.

     Not everyone's teaching style would be amenable to what I do, I am sure. I find my students like the organization. They know where we are going, and where we've been. They leave my class much better readers and writers than when they came. They know where they are going and how they plan to get there. My classes have a very low dropout rate, a very high success rate, and are filled with wonderful young people everyone else thought were candidates for dropout.
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>For those of you who teach at inner-city schools, how

>do you start out on the first day of school?

>I ask that because I have found that for some classes,

>  the "traditional" ways do not work.

>For example, giving students the syllabus, then

>saying, OK, we're about to go over this now. :)

>You can reply either off-list or on. Thanks!

>

>Maria

>

>"Yesterday is History.

>Tomorrow is a Mystery.

>Today is truly a gift....

>That's why it's called the Present."

>CARPE DIEM!! (Seize the Day)

>------------------------------------------------------------

