Dear Jena,

    I know your frustration. I frequently am assigned to teach "failure students" in "failure classes," and once in my teaching career many years ago every student in my seventh hour class failed the course, essentially because of extremely high absence. Whenever a student fails my class, I ask myself the question, what could I do to "reach" that student that I am not doing? Then, if I have them again, I try to make them a kind of special project to help them succeed.

     Every semester during the lull between the close of one semester and the beginning of the next (which will be next week, for me) I take time out to write out in detail a summary of (I) What went right, (II) What went wrong and why, (III) What needs to be done next. I do this while the memory is fresh and the feelings still strong. I have kept these notes over the years in a sort of planning notebook that I return to again to generate new ideas.

     I find this process to be helpful to me in pinpointing problems and devising solutions. It motivates me to produce new materials or lessons designed to meet specific needs of my students. Over the years this has proved successful to me. I have reduced my failure rate, have highly motivated students, who, though they reach me with many deficiencies, make remarkable progress over the period of a year. If I have them a second year, they do even better.

     As to how to motivate reluctant learners, I find it best to connect with them personally. I most frequently do this by letting them write what I call free writing compositions. These can be, I tell them, like letters to me about anything they want to write. Sometimes I ask them to write about what has been on their mind today. Or, what do teenagers need money for? Or, what do you know that Mr. Smith does not know—see if you can teach him something today. For students who have nothing to write about, I have devised a notebook I let them see which has lists of ideas of what to write about. I also have samples of what students have written before in a Sample Theme File. For students who cannot write so much as a paragraph, I have devised selections of twenty open-ended sentences which they can complete in their own words. They LOVE to do that, and they end up writing more than many students doing the conventional assignment.

     I have established 14 general course goals. One of these goals (number 9) has to do with motivating students to have a better attitude toward school, reading, writing, education, etc. I have special activities, writing assignments, and other lesson formats to address and motivate them in these matters. It works. For example, I present a new quotation on the board each day. At or near the end of the week I have my students write a composition about a topic related to the theme of the quotations for that week. I get good compositions, the students are committed to succeed, and I no longer experience discipline problems in class.

     I try to devise my grading system in such a way that I reward rather than penalize my students. I used to "subtract" for absences or tardinesses. Now, I reward for each week of perfect attendance. For my first hour class, I give what I call "early bird credit" each day for students who arrive early and start work before the five minute warning bell. Well, I could go on and on, but you get the idea. Don't be discouraged. I am always amazed and blessed by the resilience of my students. If they have a bad day, the next day they are back on track and eager to continue.

Jerome Smith in Detroit
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>  I just averaged a lot of the grades in one of my general English

>classes.

>Most of them (All except maybe three--out of fourteen) are failing.  

>This is

>precisely why the last teacher changed positions, or so I'm told.  

>Many of

>my fellow teachers are trying to assure me that it's not my fault, 

>that this

>is the way my students are.  I can't help but feel that it is, 

>though, and

>that it says something about a school system when the students meet

>expectations by failing.  How do you motivate general students who 

>just

>don't give a damn?

>
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