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Forward 
 

“Most of us end up with no more than five or six people who remember us.  Teachers have 

thousands of people who remember them for the rest of their lives.”  
Andy Rooney 

 

 

I’ve spent twenty-eight years in the high school classroom first as a math teacher 

and then as the teacher of a course I created called Strategies for Success.  As with 

any career, experience teaches many lessons.  Every year in the classroom, every 

new group of students who came before me presented challenges and opportunities 

to grow as an educator. 

Several years ago, a friend of mine was beginning her teaching career.  Wanting to 

help her, I began to compile a list of information I wish I had known prior to 

beginning my career.  I expanded that list years later when I began to focus on 

what I did in the classroom that elicited positive responses from students who often 

asked me why their other teachers didn’t teach like I did.  Wanting to be 

http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
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consciously aware of what worked well in the classroom, I asked my students what 

I did that differed from their other teachers.   

I don’t claim to have all the answers for how to be successful in the classroom.  I 

do think I have been lucky enough to stumble upon some strategies that truly 

resonate with twenty-first century teens, strategies that are backed up by some very 

recent research in how we learn and what makes people successful. 

These tips, which are in no particular order, are derived from that introspective 

look into my own teaching style and pedagogy.  Most of the tips were gleaned 

from surviving all the adventures experienced in a typical high school classroom.  

Others were learned and shared on my students when as a new business owner - I 

used to own a flight school - I began attending business seminars run by some of 

the most well-known motivational speakers in the world.  Many I learned while 

teaching my own program based on the work of these speakers and years of 

research which is why you’ll see that course mentioned so often.  It was also the 

class I got to design from scratch so it was filled with carefully chosen techniques 

and approaches. 

I know many of you may be juggling your teaching job, active families, staying 

current with college courses, and sometimes even working a part time job.   What 

you don’t need is one more textbook to digest!  With that in mind, I made the 

decision to write in a conversational manner that I hoped would be enjoyable to 

read as well as helpful.   

I hope these tips can give you a lift as you go through your daily journey in one of 

the toughest and most important jobs we have in the 21st century.  And thank you 

for all the work you do to teach our kids! 

Marianne Douglas 

 

“School teachers are not fully appreciated by parents until  

it rains all day Saturday.”   
E.C. McKenzie 
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1. Ignore the “Don’t smile ‘til Christmas” rule 

 
When I first began teaching I often heard people who had been in the classroom for 

quite a long time say, “Don’t smile until Christmas!”  I heard that comment and I 

had to admit that I wondered if I was in the right career.  Not smile?  How could I 

do that?  Was this really true?  Would I be a bad teacher if I smiled?  Did my 

favorite teachers smile?  So many questions.  What to do? 

My decision was a no-brainer for me on many levels.  First of all, I couldn’t avoid 

smiling.  It was in my personality to smile for a lot of reasons and certainly there 

would be enough funny experiences in class to warrant a smirk or two.  Second of 

all, how could not smiling create an atmosphere that students would want to be in – 

not to mention one that I’d want to be in?  I may have tried not smiling that first 

year, but I know it didn’t last long and I certainly smiled on a pretty regular basis 

for the rest of my teaching years. 

Why wouldn’t we smile?  Remember how difficult high school was?  

It’s even tougher now on many levels.  A smile is the simplest thing 

we can do to welcome our students to class and to let them know 

that they’re in a safe, comfortable environment.  We don’t have to 

become friends with our students, but there’s no reason to become 

their enemy or to appear sullen.  With the difficult lives that many kids experience 

these days, I believe that part of our job as teachers is to create a happy 

environment that makes learning fun. 

Research shows that when we smile, even when we’re not in the best mood, we 

begin to feel better.  Our bodies literally equate specific positions with certain 

feelings.   In fact, every body position has a feeling attached to it whether we’re 

conscious of it or not.  We smile when we’re happy; what’s interesting is that the 

reverse is true as well.  Even if we’re not particularly happy, we can smile and in a 

very short time, we begin to feel better.  Our body has equated smiling with being 

happy.   

S M I L E      H A P P Y 
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This is why so many people say “just smile” to someone who is not in a great 

mood.  Unfortunately, most people aren’t aware of this connection and just view 

that advice as a cliché with no real meaning.  

There’s another reason to smile.  In Jean Chatzky’s extensive research for her book 

The Difference, she found that even the smallest positive change releases 

dopamine in the brain which is all most people need to feel better.  Little things 

that make us smile even affect learning by enabling us to think more flexibly, 

according to Chatzky. 

This connection manifests in other emotions as well.  When I began working from 

home on the book for my course, I often wrote on a laptop sitting in my living 

room.  I kept asking myself why I was always so tired when my schedule was so 

much easier than it was when I was a classroom teacher until it dawned on me that 

I was a victim of my own lesson!  I was in a recliner!  My body was in a position 

of relaxation and despite the fact that my brain was in gear, my body was sending 

the message of tiredness which I ultimately began to feel. 

So here we are, the teacher in the classroom taking the opportunity to smile as 

often as possible and feeling better in the process.  That smile is reflected back to 

us by the students who in turn feel better and think more flexibly.  A great way to 

start and run a class!   

So don’t wait until Christmas!  Smile!  We signed up for this career.  All we have 

to do now is decide to enjoy the ride. 

 
“There will rarely be genuine and healthy laughter in a classroom unless the teacher can laugh 

at a number of things in general and at himself in particular.”   
Anonymous 

 

 

2. Create a pleasant environment  
 

I’ve visited a lot of schools in my days as an actress in a traveling children’s 

theatre company and also in my quest to visit as many high schools as I could in 

the 2007/2008 school year to share my leadership/success class.  I know that many 
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of them are not the warmest, coziest places on the planet.  I’ve taught in several 

rooms in my own cinderblock walled high school and can’t say that any of them 

were awe-inspiring locations either.   

We can’t change the architectural structure of our classrooms but we can spruce 

them up a bit.  After all, we spend more time there than anyone else.  Plus, our 

students need and deserve some visual stimulation while in our rooms.  After 

spending eight years in elementary and middle school, our teens are often shocked 

to find how little attention high school teachers pay to creating a positive visual 

environment for them. 

Start with some great pictures on the wall.  I often used those big scenic posters 

with great quotes.  Usually they show beautiful scenery with messages that are 

inspiring.  You can find these posters in a variety of places.  They’re not always 

inexpensive, but once you buy a set you’re good for a while.  You might even be 

able to have your school pay for them as mine did. 

Here are some sites that stock motivational posters.   

 All Posters  

 Create your own motivational poster with your photos and words  

 Free posters  

 Successories  - They also offer supplies for educators to reward achievement 

 

In addition to posters, the walls could be covered with student work that is visually 

appealing.  When I taught math I often had the students create art work based on 

what we were studying.  If the students were learning about straight lines and line 

segments, they had to create a design that used only those concepts.  When we 

segued into circles and arcs, they then had to create a design using curved lines 

exclusively.  Some were so amazing.  I think I still have a few stashed away.  I also 

liked to post origami figures and optical illusions which were great favorites with 

the students. 

http://www.allposters.com/
http://www.allposters.com/
http://bighugelabs.com/motivator.php
http://bighugelabs.com/motivator.php
http://print-a-poster.p-rposters.com/index.htm
http://motivationusa.com/default.asp
http://motivationusa.com/default.asp
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One year I took on a project I had seen in a magazine.  The article showed that 

most people do not have faces that are balanced on both sides.  Since my students 

were learning symmetry at the time, I thought this might be a wonderful activity 

that could ultimately end up on the walls of the classroom.   

I took a photo of each student’s face while they looked straight at the camera.  I 

then printed three copies for each student.  Two of them were 

identical and one was the reverse.  Students kept one picture intact 

and split the other two vertically down the center.  They then 

created two ‘new’ faces – one made up of two left sides and the 

other made up of two right sides.  Students expected that all three 

pictures would be identical but, for most of them, the results were quite different.  

They hadn’t noticed the slight differences in the two hemispheres of their faces 

until they saw the results of this activity.  The differences were striking!   

Students couldn’t wait for me to post the photos.  I grouped all three together for 

each student and posted them for all five classes.  I even had someone take my 

picture so that we were all in this activity together.  These certainly added interest 

to the classroom visually, plus, they sparked much discussion about symmetry in 

the world around us. 

The goal is to provide visual stimulation to the student who spends at least an hour 

a day in your classroom.  Almost any subject can lend itself to 

work that can be shared on the classroom walls.  Foreign language 

students can gather pictures of the country they’re studying; history 

classes can portray maps or photos of times past.  Science is replete 

with visual material from the parts of the body, the wonderful 

world of plants, the physics used in designing products and architecture.  The 

possibilities are endless. 

Teens need to feel inspired by their surroundings.  They’re no different than the 

toddlers who are surrounded by mobiles, toys, and other visual artifacts to help in 

their development.  Or adults who decorate their homes.  Why shouldn’t 

classrooms be as pleasing to look at? 

We must also remember to vary the content throughout the year.  Early in the 

semester, my Strategies classroom walls were covered with motivational posters.  
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As the semester progressed, those posters were followed by favorite quotes 

students had selected and varied other assignments. 

A portion of the wall space in your room could focus on student news with 

clippings from the local papers or internet about activities that students are 

involved in.  An audience member from my recent professional development 

seminar in Orlando said she kept a space for birthdays and other events meaningful 

to students. 

It’s never too late in the year to spruce up your classroom.  There are so many 

options, so many resources available at all price points with the most valuable 

being the students who have many wonderful ideas and talents to share. 

 

“One looks back with appreciation to the brilliant teachers, but with gratitude to those who 

touched our human feelings. The curriculum is so much necessary raw material, but warmth is 

the vital element for the growing plant and for the soul of the child.” 
Carl Jung 

 

 

 

3. Learn student names quickly 

 
Most of us don’t want to feel anonymous.  We’re constantly looking for ways to 

connect and be noticed whether it’s through a posting on Face Book or having a 

unique cell phone ring tone.  Our names are literally our life’s calling card.  We 

share our names with pride as we get to meet someone new hoping 

that they’ll remember us for longer than a brief minute. 

Typically, a high school teacher has over 125 students each semester.  

The sooner that the instructor can learn each of their names, the 

quicker he or she can begin to connect with the individual student.  I believe that 

learning their names quickly shows class members that you care about them as 

more than just bodies that you’ve been hired to teach.  Quick recognition of who 
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they are tells them early in the semester that you regard them as people worth 

knowing. 

I had one situation where I didn’t have a chance to learn my students’ names as 

quickly as I liked and I think they didn’t feel connected to me and the class until I 

did.  It happened while I was spending a semester with a class of middle school 

students teaching them some of the lessons from my Strategies for Success 

program to see if middle school students had the maturity to learn the lessons.  

(They did.)  Since I only saw them one hour a week, as a visual learner, I didn’t 

have the time in their presence to connect their faces with the name cards they 

made for me.  I did end up using the situation as a double learning opportunity – 

the first being the power of using your own best learning style and the second how 

they could choose whether or not to be offended when their teacher doesn’t 

remember their name.   

In my high school classes, I usually set a goal of learning their names within one 

week.  I’d give them a short quiz that first week, an easy one used to build self-

esteem.  While they were taking the quiz, I’d match them to their names on the 

seating chart.  Or, I’d let them start on the homework. (Usually in math class, it’s a 

good idea to give students a few minutes to try a couple of problems because what 

looks easy when they hear you explain it can be daunting when they try it on their 

own.)  While they were working, I’d tell them that I was going to try to learn their 

names so if they saw me staring at them intently, they’d know why.  I would then 

test myself by saying their names as I went up and down the rows, smiling and not 

being too hard on myself if I got them wrong.  My goal was two-fold: to learn their 

names, of course, but also to demonstrate how I learned in a fun, non-threatening 

manner. 

I stuck with first names the first few weeks.  I was always a bit leery of how to 

pronounce their last names since I had spent many years butchering them.  I found 

that if I waited to hear the names pronounced properly, it would be better in terms 

of connecting with them.  Besides, I was someone who was blessed with a name 

that most teachers could not fathom and know the pain of having nicknames based 

on mispronunciations!  (My freshman history student teacher called me Guiva 

when he was unable to pronounce my maiden name -  Gouveia.  My entire high 

http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
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school life became the episodes of ‘Leave it to Guiva’ with phone calls home 

asking for ‘The Gweeve’!!  My mother was not happy!) 

So, learn their names early, and please, learn to say their names the way they want 

them to be pronounced!   

 

 
 “When a teacher calls a boy by his entire name, it means trouble.”  

 Mark Twain 

 

 

 

4. Greet everyone at the door 

 
This tip meshes closely with the suggestion about learning student names early in 

the school year.  Our kids often feel lost in a very complex world.  They struggle to 

be noticed any way they can, often opting for negative attention rather than being 

ignored by the people in their lives.  If we can connect with them as they enter our 

classrooms, we give them a chance to be noticed, which is a great way to begin any 

class. 

Before I taught my Strategies for Success course, I taught a subject that most kids 

didn’t like – math. I decided early on that even though many students didn’t like 

math, I’d have a better chance to reach them if I could get them to like the class 

since we tend to soak in more information when we’re in a positive mood. I 

basically enjoy working with teenagers, which is why I entered the profession in 

the first place, so it was a natural inclination to greet them at the door each day.  

In the early days I was too inexperienced to know how important that small 

amount of recognition actually was but I did notice that the kids beamed when I 

smiled at them or made a comment that was for them alone.  I would say simple 

things like, “I like those earrings” or, to a kid wearing a sports shirt, “Did you see 

the baseball game last night?”  Sometimes it was just a simple, “Good morning!”  

The questions and comments got easier as the year progressed and as I got to know 

http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
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my students better.  It seemed to work because they often told me that even though 

they weren’t too crazy about math, they liked my class. 

This plan backfired occasionally.  The most memorable 

example of that was the student who was in my Algebra II 

class one year.  He hadn’t liked math previously but he really 

enjoyed the environment I created in my class.  He liked it so 

much that he signed up for Advanced Math the following year 

which was not the ideal subject for someone who didn’t like 

math, wasn’t planning a career where this level of math was necessary and didn’t 

need it to get into college.  He struggled that entire year but, to his credit, he never 

gave up.  He even sat during the final exam with a pad on his desk that said, “I love 

math” and “I will not give up!” 

I’ve continued to use this strategy in my professional development seminars 

around the country and when playing the role of the teacher in a play I helped write 

called “High School BULLY”.  I stand at the door of the auditorium and greet the 

participants.  It’s much easier to connect with those in my audience if I’ve already 

made the first contact at the door.  Now I’m not a stranger onstage but an adult 

who chose to meet them.  None of this takes much time but the rewards are 

definitely worth it for all involved. 

 

“Challenge of the day: Find something good in everyone.” 
Unknown 

 

 

 

5.  Conquer short attention spans 

 
I have a short attention span.  I admit it.  In fact, it’s even worse than it used to be.  

I work from home now and have the TV running when I’m not writing or 

concentrating.  I’ve got the computer on with instant results for anything I choose 

to search for.  I’ve got my smart phone, my laptop, my DVR, my 3D TV (Thanks, 

Oprah, for sharing your Favorite Things!) and so many other pieces of technology 
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that give me instant media gratification.  I love my media but it’s done a number 

on my attention span. 

Have you noticed how television doesn’t allow us to focus for very long on one 

thing?  TV shows are chopped up to allow long commercial breaks.  Commercials 

are shorter punched up with crazy camera angles.  They come at us with varied 

music at a fast and furious pace, sometimes as many as ten of them in a four 

minute commercial break.   

The internet is just as bad. We Google for information and are presented with a 

myriad of choices.  We click on one link finding we have to click on many more if 

we even hope to find the information we’re looking for.  Click…click…a side 

click to follow one of the ads they’ve placed there…click…click…what happened 

in the news?...click…click…click…what am I looking for?  Overwhelming, this 

information age!  Our brains feel fried and wired.  But, we get used to this pace, 

which does not bode well for our ability to pay attention to the areas we need the 

rest of our day.   

But here we are in the classroom with long lessons and few breaks.  Our students 

who have attention spans as short as mine or worse are expected to focus and pay 

attention as we drone on about a lesson they don’t even care about.   

I’m speaking about myself here as a teacher who used to talk for a whole 45 

minute class period.  That is, until I bored myself so much that I actually quit!  

Looking back now, quitting was the best thing that could have happened to me, 

personally and professionally and it was probably good for my students too.  I was 

too bored with teaching geometry to be the kind of teacher they needed and 

deserved.  

Leaving the profession gave me the opportunity to work for a children’s theatre 

company.  I had never worked with little children before but I got to realize that, 

due to their short attention spans, we had to have a lot of variety in the shows we 

performed.  There was no formula, per se, as to how quickly we had to change on 

stage from talking to singing to a pratfall, but as an actor on stage, I could feel 

when we were beginning to lose the attention of our young audience.  I began to 

wonder if maybe our teens were not all that different, and if, in actuality, we 

should be changing our way of teaching every few minutes. 
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I was so curious about what I was learning as an actor with 

an audience of children that I began to consider going back to the high school 

classroom.  As an entrepreneur at heart, I was also taking some high-powered 

business seminars from some very well-known and respected speakers.  They 

changed what was happening in their seminars fairly frequently as well, working to 

keep the attention of the thousands of business people who paid a great deal of 

money to attend.  I remember thinking that these speakers knew some secrets about 

how to present effectively, strategies I hadn’t learned as a teacher.  They had to be 

good at holding the audience’s attention because if they weren’t, they were out of 

business. 

I was fortunate enough to be able to return to the classroom where I had the 

opportunity to test out these new theories.  Limiting the activity – whether it was 

lecturing, a game, some written work – to twenty minute intervals was an effective 

strategy for keeping the attention and interest of teens that are exposed to a 

multitude of distracting influences.   

How do we know when we’re nearing the time to change what we’re doing?  All 

we have to do is glance at them, check if they’re beginning to glaze over.  If they 

are, it’s time to switch the teaching mode or maybe even dig into our bag of tricks 

for another way to reach them.  Even just a short shift in what’s happening can 

make a huge difference. 

 
“A good teacher, like a good entertainer, first must hold his audience’s attention.     

Then he can teach his lesson.” 
Hendrik John Clark 

 

 

 

6. Be interesting 

 
I don’t know about you but I’ve sat through enough boring after school meetings.  

I know they’re required.  I know that we’re supposed to know the content they’re 

sharing. But couldn’t our administrators (who most likely were teachers first) find 

an interesting way to communicate with us? 
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One day in my Strategies class, I polled my students to find out what their greatest 

challenges were so that we could brainstorm solutions.  To my surprise, the 

overwhelming response was boredom – not too much homework, bullying, 

difficult school work – boredom.  I was shocked! 

Boredom is a problem not only for students but for many adults as well with our 

affinity for the instant gratification.  We’re used to constant and instant access to 

text messages, internet, conversation with friends, and television and that’s made 

our attention span shrink.  The result is that we need constant stimulation or we 

think we’re bored.   

This is more than just addressing a short attention span.  We must make our 

teaching interesting to our students or we lose them.  And lost students have a way 

of being found, usually by acting out.  We must do our best to vary our lessons, 

add fun, make them relevant and make them worth listening to or else there won’t 

be a class there to teach, just a bunch of bored, uninterested kids.   

How to make the class interesting?  Only the individual teacher can determine 

what the answer to that question is for them, but hopefully, the tips in this book 

will help guide the way. 

 

“You must never tell a thing.  You must illustrate it.  We learn through  

the eye and not the noggin.” 
Will Rogers 

 

 

 

7.  Make class fun 
(When did we decide that school shouldn’t be fun?) 

 
As you have probably already determined, I have a fairly optimistic way of looking 

at the world.  I believe in making life enjoyable and that all but the most somber 

situations can be made so. 
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You already know that I taught math, which can be deadly dry and dull.  I didn’t 

grow up with the deep desire to be a math teacher.  I actually ended up there by 

default, because my parents wouldn’t pay for college for what I really wanted to be 

– an actress or a pilot! 

So here I was at twenty-two years old with a degree in secondary mathematics and 

a new husband who was just beginning college after a stint in the military. I was 

the primary breadwinner, so it was up to me to bring home the paycheck.  Math 

might not have been my passion but it was up to me to make it work. Instinctively, 

I knew that I had to make class enjoyable not only for my students but also for me.  

After all, it was my own life I was creating and if I didn’t choose to make it worth 

living, who was going to?   

I sought ways of making class fun.  I collected rebuses which I used as bonuses.  I 

found a math game called Krypto (now available on Amazon and other sites) 

which I modified to use for the entire class.  (The kids liked it so much that they 

became ‘Kryptomaniacs’ and wanted to play constantly.)  I even turned factoring – 

a process in Algebra – into a bingo game.  Students did more math problems in one 

game than they ever would have done as homework.  Because it was fun, they 

eagerly did the work and improved in the skill dramatically. 

I used humor wherever possible, anything to make the kids enjoy being in the 

class.  I told them early in the year, “You might not like math, but I want you enjoy 

the class.  We’re on the same journey for the next 180 days, so we might as well 

enjoy the ride.”  I know this worked, because to this day, I still hear from former 

students who tell me how much they learned in my class and how much they 

enjoyed it (Thanks, social media!)  I got to enjoy it, too, which makes sense for a 

job that’s undeniably very challenging.   

Besides, why shouldn’t school be fun?  We all tend to seek out 

the people and activities that are the most fun.  In fact, in our 

society we celebrate people who entertain us (not the kindest or 

most intelligent) paying them the highest salaries, giving them the most attention.  

Most of the people teens see as icons are actors, singers, musicians, and athletes - 

all who bring fun and enjoyment to their lives. 

http://mphgames.com/
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Everywhere we turn we are being courted to be entertained by the latest media 

gadget – IPad, IPhone, Play Station, Wii, TiVo, HDTV,  ….and the list goes on.  

We, as teachers, have all that, and more, to compete with.  If we want to connect 

with kids, if we want to hold their attention for longer than a couple of minutes, if 

we want kids to enjoy coming to school and to retain what we’re teaching them, 

then we must find a way to make school fun.  Why?  Because research shows that 

we learn more when we’re happy. 

In Jean Chatzky’s The Difference, she notes that happiness is one of the key 

factors in whether people are successful.  Why?  There are many reasons, including 

the simple fact it’s easier to achieve our goals if we’re in a good mood.  (She also 

notes that happy people are more likely to graduate and land jobs.  They’re more 

productive, creative, dependable, and produce higher quality work.  And they make 

more money.) 

Recently, a survey was released listing companies that employees most liked 

working for.  Who ranked number one?  Google… 

because of the casual atmosphere, the fun environment 

and the focus on creativity.  Who else is consistently in 

the top ten?  Southwest Airlines, who have realized 

that the best way to hold customers and to make flying 

less stressful is to make flying fun.  What other airline starts off a flight referring to 

the oxygen masks as margarine cups?  Or says that anyone who wants to smoke 

can step outside?  Who else but the Southwest crew has a contest where they award 

flying vouchers to whoever has the ugliest license picture or the biggest hole in 

their sock?   

Since we live in a world that honors and celebrates fun and because we, as humans, 

like to be entertained, we must incorporate that mindset into our classrooms or we 

just end up creating another reason for kids to disconnect. 

 

“What we learn with pleasure, we can never forget.” 
Louis Mercier 
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8. Teach many different ways 

 
This goes back to the idea of changing the way we teach every twenty minutes or 

so.  If we agree with the principle that we need to change what we do 

frequently, than we must also agree that we need to teach many different 

ways.   

What might that include?  Of course, lecturing is the most obvious method but 

there are also: 

 games 

 activities  

 plays and skits 

 computers 

 with music 

 projects 

On days when we must primarily lecture to share new information, all we might 

need to do is break up the class several times with a brief game or activity.  One 

example might be use a previously made origami reviewer (Check my teacher 

resource page www.MarianneDouglas.com/resources.htm for a how-to YouTube 

video) or send a few of them to the board together for some quick content 

refreshing.   

Teachers who don’t feel particularly creative can have their students come up with 

games and activities that can be used year after year.  The key is to build a supply 

of activities, a ‘bag of tricks’, that’s ready whenever we begin to see our students’ 

eyes begin to glaze over. 

Let students know how you learn best.  If we let students in on our best learning 

style, they will understand that we’re no different from them when it comes to 

favoring one style over another.  My students knew that I was very visual.  I 

http://www.mariannedouglas.com/resources.htm
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mentioned it often and would share with them how I would best learn the material I 

was teaching them as a visual learner.  I would ask them to remind me to create 

more auditory and hands on portions of the class so that all students could 

comprehend the material in the best way possible.  This helped students buy into 

the instruction in a way they might not have ever done before, and it helped me, 

because they gave me the feedback I needed when my visual self would tend to 

dominate. 

 

 “You don’t understand anything until you learn it more than one way.” 
Marvin Minsky 

 

 

 

9.  Tell them why 

 

How many times did I hear the question, "When am I ever going to use this?"  I 

heard it so much that I knew it was the right title for this book!  I'm not 

sure I always had the best answer to that question. Where indeed will 

some of them ever use the Quadratic Formula?  

Here’s what I did know.  I knew they needed a varied education. I knew 

they needed to learn how to think, to develop their creativity, to learn ‘how to 

learn’.  I knew that at their tender age, they were unaware of all the possible 

futures that lay ahead of them. But I didn't really understand their need to ask that 

question until I began teaching my Strategies course. 

Kids need to know. The same two year old who asks, "Why is the sky blue? Why 

do the leaves fall off the trees?" is now the teen wondering why he or she must 

learn something in class. Other than the occasional wise guy, they truly want to 

know the meaning and purpose of the things we're asking them to do. And when 

we tell them, as I did in Strategies for Success class, or at least told them that they 

were welcome to ask, it changed everything.  They were more accepting of the 

lessons I presented and more open to the challenging activities. 

http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
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We adults aren't much different. IKEA, the 

Swedish furniture store, knows that. You can 

find the answers to potential customer 

questions posted all over the store.  

“Why are the boxes usually flat?” 

So they'll be easier to store for them and 

also for us as we take our items home in our cars.  

"Why are there plants on the roof?"  

Because they want to help balance the environmental impact of their big box 

building. 

Letting us know the 'why', helps us to understand their viewpoint and gives us a 

reason to continue the relationship. It helps IKEA build trust with their customers.  

Students who are privy to knowing why we do what we do are not much different. 

Open the door to why you teach the way you do and why the different lessons of 

your subject matter are important and teens will more willingly become a partner 

during the school year you share. 

 

“In an effective classroom students should not only know what they are doing,  

they should also know why and how.” 
Harry Wong 

 

 

 

10. Show kids you care 

(They can tell those teachers who don’t) 

 
I believe that most people who go into the teaching profession do so because they 

enjoy their subject matter and they like kids.  (Hopefully not because of the 

vacations and summers off)  With that as my basic premise about educators, then I 
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think we should let our students know we care about them as people.  It all goes 

back to what I said earlier.  Kids are seeking attention and connection.  If we have 

the opportunity to show them a simple kindness, we should do so. 

I think we’re raising a generation of ignored kids.  So many adults are focused on 

their own needs and not paying attention to their kids.  Recently, I watched a 

mother on her cell phone as she was getting set up with a table at the local 

lunch/coffee shop.  Her little girl was standing there like a lost soul, looking up at a 

mother who was not paying any attention to her.  The mother tore the little girl’s 

overcoat off, and then literally shoved her into the booth.  The mother proceeded to 

spend the entire lunch on the phone.  I understand that we can’t focus every minute 

on our children, nor should we, that this event may have been the exception, not 

the rule.  But, here is a child that is likely to be acting out in school looking for 

someone to notice her.  Or, she might quietly blend into the surroundings because 

she feels invisible. 

This is a simplistic view of how kids are, but, as teachers, we are often the last best 

hope for the citizens who will someday run our countries.  Let them know you 

care.  It really doesn’t take much at all.  Just the aforementioned greeting at the 

door, a smile during teacher/student interaction, or a kindness in how we treat them 

in the classroom can go a very long way toward creating an optimistic, safe, 

empowering learning environment for every student. 

When I began teaching Strategies for Success, I made a point of telling each class 

how lucky I felt to be able to share this time with them and how special they all 

were as a group and individually.  The looks on their faces were priceless, I think 

because teachers seldom told them something positive.  They’d heard plenty of 

times how they were ‘the worse’ class or ‘a disappointment’.  I also shared my 

favorite quote with them.  “If I could give you one gift, I’d give you the ability to 

see yourself as I do so you can see how truly special you are.” (Author unknown)   

I would look at each of them as I said the quote as I told them how true I thought 

that quote was.  And I do believe that.  Most teens don’t see what they bring to the 

world.  Taking this moment to let them know how special you think they are – and 

the tougher the class, the more effective this quote can be – goes a long way in 

connecting to students and letting them know you see them as people.   

http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
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“People will forget what you said, people will forget what you did,  

but people will never forget how you made them feel.”   
Maya Angelou 

 

 

 

11.  Entertain 

 
Yes, I know we weren’t trained to be entertainers, but we live in an entertainment 

driven world, and it’s much easier to reach our students if we entertain on some 

level on a regular basis.  How to entertain?  Bring in the media.  Show movies that 

help promote your lesson.  Use music.  Bring in storytellers.  They’re not just for 

little children as they can be a valuable addition to a high school class.  Have 

competitions.  Do skits.  Create mysteries.  The possibilities are endless. 

Our kids are so starved for entertainment in the classroom that they’ll even lower 

their standards to appreciate and be impressed with the simplest of attempts on our 

part.  And, they’ll be curious as to what we’ll do next.  My students were.  And not 

just because I was a part-time actor.  They liked the uncertainty of not knowing 

what would happen next.   

For example, on occasion I would speak with an Irish accent, a pretty weak one to 

be honest.  Another day I was a Brooklyn native based on a commercial I had 

recently filmed.  My students loved it.  It made them sit up and take notice because 

they didn’t know what I would say next.     

Okay, you’re not great with accents.  Here are some ideas that might work: 

 Set things that you want them to learn to a beat.  St. Joseph’s Aspirin did a 

commercial years ago that explained the circulatory system.  It was fun and 

it worked!  You couldn’t help but remember.  Better yet, let them set the 

lesson to music if that’s their strength.   

 Dress as someone who connects with your material 
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 Have students act out or teach a lesson.   

Take advantage of any viable ideas students have to make the class more 

entertaining.  You’ll find that students will look forward to your class and will be 

more open to learning the material you are teaching. 

 

“Good teaching is one quarter preparation and three quarters theatre.” 
Gail Godwin 

 

 

 

12.  Use the media to help 

 

The media, an all-encompassing term for so many outlets, is often an enemy of 

student learning.  But it can be a positive force in the classroom.  The man who 

took over teaching my Strategies for Success course chose to use the 

TV show, “The Apprentice” in the classroom.  It was an ideal vehicle to 

showcase teamwork, or lack thereof, leadership, and many other 

elements of success.  He taped the show and saved it for the long 

periods that showed up every seven days in the school’s class rotation schedule.  

He also used the concept of having two competing teams for the class to 

implement the charitable projects that they took on each year.  I used the movie, 

“Remember the Titans” in a similar way.  It was ideal for discussing teamwork, 

achievement, diversity, and many other issues pertinent to the content of the 

course. 

Kids are inundated by the media in so many formats.  If we, as educators, 

incorporate the current shows into our lessons, it offers kids a chance to see how 

what they’re learning with us reflects in society as a whole.  Finding even 

tangential references can bring a sense of freshness and relevancy to a 

disconnected student population. 

Many media events offer an opportunity to dialogue with a class.  The Super Bowl 

is an event that’s inescapable at least in American culture.  We can bring the big 

game into the classroom.  Here are some questions that might be used: 

http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
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 How much does it cost to air a commercial during the Super Bowl? 

 How many people could you pay a yearly salary to with this money if a 

person averages $50,000 a year? 

 Was the content of the commercials appropriate to the 

audience?  

 Why would a company spend that much money to tell 

about their product? 

 How might that affect the price of that product in the next year? 

 What characteristics brought each team to the Super Bowl 

 What are the risks that players undertake to be pro football players? 

 Is it worth it? 

 Is fame worth it? 

 What is fame and why do so many people want it? 

 What major events in their day in history were comparable to the Super 

Bowl? 

Each event that the media displays offers abundant material for inclusion in the 

classroom.  Make the media your friend and, you’ll see great results. 

 

“You let those kids play all those computer and videotronic games and after that,  

school is just boring to them.  It’s just an old lady talking.”   

Marie Barone from “Everybody Loves Raymond” 
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13. Connect with the known 

 
We learn by connecting to what we already know. 

“Landing an airplane safely is a combination of adjusting the pitch and 

power of the plane through the various stages of the pattern.  First we must 

decrease power on the downwind leg and establish an altitude of 1000 feet.  

From base to final, we must make constant adjustments in pitch 

and power based on wind direction, speed and traffic.  Power is 

the main factor for slowing the plane on the downwind leg with 

both pitch and power critical for the base and final legs.  Attention must be 

paid to handle changes in wind speed and direction as well as traffic in the 

surrounding area.” 

Unless you’re at least a student pilot, many of the terms used in the preceding 

paragraph don’t mean anything to you.  You’d probably be hard pressed after 

reading or hearing that paragraph once to state or explain the content.  And yet, we 

often put our students in just such a situation. 

The topics we teach are near and dear to us, and we often recite the content 

unaware that to our students the information exists in a vacuum.  What we need to 

do is to connect the new information we’re teaching to something our students 

have learned previously.  Here’s that same flying information explained in more 

detail with the assumption that most people have either flown commercially or 

have seen an airplane landing. 

“When an airplane is close to landing it most often enters into a rectangular 

pattern in the sky near the airport.  This traffic pattern keeps the airplanes 

safely away from each other as they prepare to land.  The part of the 

rectangle that is parallel to the runway is called the downwind leg.  It could 

be flown close to the airport or as far as a few miles away depending on a 

variety of circumstances – such as weather and how busy the skies are that 

day.  When the pilot has gotten the plane to an altitude of 1000 feet above 

the ground and completed the downwind leg, he/she makes a ninety degree 

turn to what’s called the ‘base leg’, which is the next to the last turn before 
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the final approach to land.  You may have noticed the plane turning a few 

times before landing and now you know that this is a well-planned out 

process. 

“To help the plane descend at the right rate to land on the right place on the 

runway, the pilot must understand the relationship between power and pitch.  

Pitch is where you’re pointing the front or nose of the plane.  Pitch is up, 

down or level.  Power in a plane is like stepping on the accelerator in a car.  

The more power you give a plane, the faster it will go and the more it will 

rise.  A pilot landing must reduce power to slow the plane down and also to 

lower the plane. 

“To land the plane the pilot must blend the correct amount of power with the 

proper pitch to place the plane on the runway.  There are constant minor 

adjustments when landing due to changing wind speed and direction and 

other planes that might be landing or taking off.” 

Hopefully, there is now enough information that you could probably describe a 

landing pattern to someone else and have a reasonable conversation about pitch 

and power.  You still wouldn’t be an expert at flying, nor could you actually land a 

plane, but, you’d at least have some reference to the subject because the terms 

were explained as they related to a previously known experience. 

One of the people I trained with in the creation of my Strategies course said that 

many teachers are terrible at teaching because they often don’t connect what 

they’re teaching with anything the students previously knew.  I had never thought 

about that.  He particularly targeted math teachers…and having been one for years, 

I knew he was right.   

Probably everyone knows what it’s like to feel lost while someone’s explaining 

something to us.  Mine was watching the Super Bowl game at my brother’s house.  

I have a limited knowledge of football but I’m willing to learn more.  My dad and 

brother told me I could ask questions as long as I asked during commercials.  Fair 

enough.  I did fine for the first few minutes of the game but as the game 

progressed, the commercials were not nearly enough time to answer my questions 

which were becoming more detailed.  Their answers became quicker and more 
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technical.  My level of understanding began to drop dramatically as they used 

words that were confusing to me but familiar to them.   

I remember actually beginning to feel sick to my stomach.  Is this how our students 

feel when we inundate them with material they don’t understand?  Do they feel 

overwhelmed? Frustrated?  Ill? I did, and I was in the safe environment of my 

brother’s home where there was no potential for embarrassment for not knowing, 

nor worry about whether that knowledge would affect my future.  We must 

connect to a student’s world as we teach our material. 

There is another facet to connection.  Not only must we connect to our student’s 

world, we must also connect learning with what’s going on in the world now.  That 

way, students can understand the relevance of what they’re learning. 

Throughout my years of teaching I constantly sought out 

where the math I was teaching was being used.  Luckily for 

me, I had chosen the path of not getting a master’s degree in 

math but instead taking graduate courses in a variety of 

subjects – art, business, marketing – as well as educational 

topics.  This gave me a bit more insight into how the math I was teaching was 

used.  My time in the business world also gave me practical applications for the 

math I was teaching and a real world credibility that went a long way in convincing 

my students of the value of the subject at hand.   

 
“A school should not be a preparation for life.   

A school should be life.” 

Elbert Hubbard 

 

 

 

14.  Remember what it’s like not to know  
 

No one else in my immediate family is a teacher.  In their quest to explain that 

football game to me, they forgot that I have no references to football.  They didn’t 
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understand what it’s like not to know.  As teachers, we’re so comfortable with our 

material that it’s easy to forget what it’s like not to know. 

As teachers we must remember back to the time when the information we now 

have at our fingertips was brand new to us.  We must put ourselves into the 

mindset of the students who sit in front of us and create explanations that make 

sense to the newbie.  Our explanations should contain the proper vocabulary as 

previously mentioned, but each of these new words must be paraphrased so that 

our students can understand what we’re talking about. 

I had an instructor in my flight training who had difficulty remembering what it 

was like when he started flying.  I’d ask him for an alternate explanation to 

whatever he was teaching me, but he could only repeat what he had said originally, 

which I didn’t comprehend or I wouldn’t have asked for clarification.  He couldn’t 

see that I was having trouble grasping the concept.  He didn’t understand that 

repetition works fine when we’re trying to commit something to memory, but it’s 

useless in restating something that doesn’t make sense the first time. 

For example, when I was learning how to land the plane, which is one the most 

challenging parts of flight training, I asked him where I should be looking – out the 

front of the plane, out the side, or at the instrument panel.  When should I round 

out - the moment when you change the plane from pointing down toward the 

runway to pulling it back so that the back tires land first?  He said that I should 

look ahead at the runway until I got the right ‘look’.   What look?  He said I’d get 

it.  Probably true but, what was the look I was going for?  I needed a visual, a 

picture to look at back at the hangar after the lesson.  Or, perhaps a video from the 

cockpit perspective.  Or, at least a few landings where he was flying and could say 

to me, “See what the runway looks like right now?  That’s the ‘look!’”  That’s 

what someone who doesn’t know needs. 

I hadn’t begun to assimilate learning styles in those days and didn’t clearly explain 

to him what I needed.  I just kept asking him to explain it a different way which he 

was either unable or unwilling to do.  I eventually figured it out but it took me a lot 

longer and cost me a lot more money than it should have. 

When I taught math, I, of course, always used the proper terminology – 

quadratic formula, Pythagorean Theorem, and so on – but I always 
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coupled the terms with alternative descriptions and often a real world connection.  

What is the Pythagorean Theorem?  It’s the relationship between the sides of a 

right triangle.   

Why should they care?  They might want to fit something diagonally through a 

doorway or take a shortcut across an empty lot on the way home from school.  

They may be designers or builders in their future who need to understand shapes to 

do their jobs. 

To teach this formula, to teach anything, we have to step out of our roles as 

authorities on the subject and remember the time when our subject was as new to 

us as it is now for our students. 

 

“All learning begins with the simple phrase, ‘I don't know.’” 
Source Unknown 

 

 

 

15.   Set high standards 
 

We need future employees and citizens who have a high work ethic not to mention 

an ethical way of working.  We must set our standards high in the classroom in all 

areas – achievement, behavior, motivation.   

I’m currently working one day a week at a store my brother manages.  We are 

constantly amazed by the young help who consistently show up late, expect to be 

allowed to get something to eat minutes after arriving, text message constantly 

throughout their shift, and a variety of other behaviors that are inappropriate for the 

work place. 

Work ethics and proper behavior should be taught in the home, but often these 

common sense values are not.  That leaves us, as the classroom instructors, to teach 

and model appropriate behavior and expect it from our students.  If we set and 

model high ethical and educational standards in the classroom, we then provide our 
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students with a viable example they need to be good students, competent reliable 

employees, and valuable citizens. 

 

“The time is always right to do what’s right.”  
Martin Luther King, Jr.  

 

 

 

16.  Learn from people outside the educational circle 

 
As I mentioned previously, I attended several major business seminars scattered 

over the last ten years that I taught.   I learned a great deal from these seminars, 

strategies that helped me become an award-winning teacher.  If I hadn’t had the 

opportunity to be exposed to the business community, I would never have 

experienced a new way of teaching and learning, as well as a greater awareness of 

what the business community expects from its future employees. 

Without a doubt, teaching is one of the most difficult jobs – not physically but 

mentally, ethically and in terms of the responsibilities associated with the job.  I 

believe that a majority of teachers are in the profession because they love working 

with teens and are fascinated by their content area.  But they often have little 

experience outside the educational world.  Many have followed the same initial 

route I did – high school, college, teaching job.  If I hadn’t quit after thirteen years, 

I would have missed the unique opportunity to see how the world of business was 

using what we were teaching our students for their ultimate career in business. 

I had a conversation recently with someone who had just graduated.  He said that 

high school teachers really didn’t care about the lives of their students past high 

school.  He said, “They just want us to learn enough to get out of here.  They don’t 

care about how it affects our real lives.”  While I knew that his belief about high 

school teachers was certainly not true for me, or many of the wonderful people I 

taught with, if this student felt so strongly, his thoughts must have had some merit.  

How many of our other students feel the same way? 



29 

 

Copyright © 2020           Horizon Enterprises    SuccessforLife101.com 

 

Because I worked full-time in the business world for a few years between two 

rounds of teaching, I have a slightly different shift in perspective from most 

educators, one that I think served me and my students well.  It allowed me to share 

how their course related to the business world and how the world of business 

operated.  It gave me a level of credibility that not all teachers get to experience. 

We, as teachers, have to be careful not to be elitist about education.  It’s our love, 

our passion, but it’s not that of most of our students.  Yes, we’re preparing them 

for the opportunity of a college education, but if we ignore the business 

connection, we, in essence, are blinded to life past high school or college 

graduation.   

I’ve heard so many teachers talking like formal education is the ‘end all and be all’ 

of life.  That’s fine for us in the profession, but it’s not the case for those who are 

not – our students and everyone else in business.  So often I’ve heard teachers 

malign business people or jobs in business as if they’re not as valuable as those in 

education.  Students absorb our words whether they’re aware they are doing so or 

not.  What message are we sending them about the world of business? 

Since most students will not be going into the field of education, the only jobs left 

are business related on some level.  If we’re negating the business world, either 

overtly or subtly, what kind of career does that leave for them to seek?  Of course, 

students receive input about their future careers from a variety of sources besides 

us.  If we are truly preparing our students for life, then we must prepare them for 

business, because that’s the final destination for most of them, whether they go to 

college or not.  And having an open mind about business is the first step. 

 
“If a child is to keep alive his inborn sense of wonder, he needs the companionship of at least 

one adult who can share it, rediscovering with him the joy,  

excitement and mystery of the world we live in.” 

Rachel Carson 
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17.  Acknowledge learning styles frequently 

 

Kids should know learning styles…especially their own.  I gave my students a 

learning styles survey early in the semester and often referred to the various styles 

as I went about my lesson.  I felt that strategizing with my students how best to 

learn with each style was inherently more useful than having kids know which 

standard applied to the lesson.   

Knowing their learning style truly empowered my students.  One even went so far 

as to say that knowing his learning style greatly impacted his school life because 

now he no longer got into trouble.  Why?  He was a fidget, someone who needed to 

move and was not given that opportunity in most of his other classes.  He could do 

so in my class but that was the only one.  So how did he cope?  He carried a broken 

Game Boy in his sweatshirt pocket that he could manipulate any time he felt the 

need to move around.  With that very simple strategy, he no longer got into 

trouble.  Knowing his learning style empowered him and helped him design his 

own path to success in school. He was so proud of himself, one of the few times he 

felt that way in school.  And we were all so proud of him. 

We all studied learning styles somewhere in our educational training.  I had always 

used a variety of styles to reach my students but not nearly enough. I had not 

realized how important it would be for my students to know their own personal 

style.  I became aware when I noticed that the big motivational seminars that 

people around the world give up weekends and great amounts of money to attend 

all focus a good part of their sessions on learning styles.  I realized that if they feel 

it was worth the time to discuss learning styles with the thousands of participants 

who attend, then I too should find a way to make it part of the new course I was 

creating.   

On the third day of my Strategies class, I gave the students a simple survey.  I used 

one from a book entitled Connections by Sharon K. Ferrett, Ph.D.  (You can also 

find the survey on the website for the Strategies for Success program at this site: 

http://www.strategiesofsuccess.com/learningstyles.htm.  Looking back, I would 

use this survey early in the year in any course I taught.  I think it’s that important.   

http://www.amazon.com/Connections-Skills-College-Career-Success/dp/0256187649/sr=11-1/qid=1167339196
http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
http://www.strategiesofsuccess.com/learningstyles.htm
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There’s also a great side lesson that can be shared with students. Knowing 

someone’s learning preference also helps in relationships – without a doubt one of 

teen’s favorite topics.  (For a brief rundown of relationships as they pertain to 

learning styles, check the appendix.)  Teens found that knowing what makes their 

friends, family members, and significant others tick was valuable information.  

They liked the idea that a teacher took the time to not only show them how to 

discover how they learned best also but to help them cope with and negotiate their 

often complicated personal lives.   

 

"The mediocre teacher tells. The good teacher explains. The superior teacher demonstrates.  

The great teacher inspires."  
William Ward 

 

 

 

18.  Use music 

 
I’m amazed at how using music changed my classroom.  I had never used music in 

math classes although looking back now, I wish I had.  I began to use music in my 

Strategies class because I had seen how effective it was in the large business 

seminars I attended.  They used music over the several days to motivate and inspire 

us just as they do in movies and on TV. 

Here’s how I incorporated music into my classroom: I used peppy music at the 

beginning of class to set the tone, get them into an energetic mood and 

to connect with each other (we high-fived each other).  I used classical 

or new age type music during written assessments, testing and journal 

writing.  I used inspirational movie scores when I asked them to write 

soul searching essays, motivational music when I wanted them to rise to the 

occasion for an activity or challenge.   

I assembled a collection of songs with appropriate lyrics but only had my computer 

to play them on, which occasionally failed to cooperate.  One day when it wasn’t 

working, I chose to skip the music and high-fives altogether.  I noticed a marked 

difference in the demeanor of the students that first period.  I wondered if it was 
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the lack of music.  To test that theory, we did the high-fives the next period 

humming our choice of song.  It made all the difference in the world.  As chaotic 

as it sounded, it added a level of fun and uncertainty to the class which kept a smile 

on the faces of the students and an air of fun for the rest of the class. 

When I designed Strategies for Success, I was very uncertain how 

the students would react to not only my choice of music but the 

idea of it in the classroom.  They initially were surprised as few, if 

any, of their classes had music.  I explained the reason for the 

music and why I chose what I did and they very much liked having 

it as part of the class.  Once I explained my reasons, for the most part, they liked 

the idea of music and understood the rationale behind my choices. 

Low key music helps in brain function.  Research has shown that music trains the 

brain for higher level thinking.  It’s often called ‘The Mozart Effect’.  Although 

some attribute this conclusion to music teachers trying to drum up business, having 

music in the classroom added to the environment on many levels.  The energetic 

music at the beginning of class got the blood flowing in teens used to sitting all 

day.  The classical/new age style music set a less stressful, peaceful tone during 

tests and quizzes.  (There was one other additional benefit – it covered up the 

awkward silence that exists in a classroom when you ask everyone to be quiet.) 

I also used music in the background of certain lessons.  For example, I had one 

lesson where I asked students to move around the room and interview each other 

early in the semester.  I had the song, “What I Like About You”, playing in the 

background which added a good tone to the class and encouraged them to get up 

and mingle. 

We live in a world of entertainment where students are plugged into music all day 

long.  Why not choose to add some to their lessons in your classroom and let them 

know that in your class they can feel more connected to the world they live in. 

 

“Good teachers never teach anything.   

What they do is create the conditions under which learning takes place.” 
S.I. Hayakawa 

 

 

http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
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19.  Don’t take yourself or your subject too seriously 

 

Teachers are serious about their jobs.  That’s a good thing.  They have one of the 

toughest and most important jobs on the planet, next to parents.  But some take 

themselves too seriously, or at least they seem to, from the student’s perspective. 

We can certainly enjoy our jobs and recognize their importance in our society, but 

if we take ourselves so seriously, we often miss the great opportunity to connect 

with the wonderful teens with whom we get to spend our weekdays. 

We have to be careful not to take our subject too seriously either.  We all love what 

we teach (Well, most of us) or we wouldn’t have spent so much time getting 

certified in that area.  That doesn’t mean our students feel the same way.   

I’ve seen students who are so disconnected in class because their teacher would tell 

them that their subject was the all-important one, that nothing mattered more than 

learning that material.  I’ve seen teachers who would not sign permission slips for 

students to participate in major school events because it would take the student out 

of their classes.   

School is more than a group of individual classes for students to absorb material.  

It’s a varied collection of classes, activities, and events to facilitate learning what 

teens need to create successful lives.  When a student has the opportunity to be 

involved in a whole brain experience, such as a student assembly, or school 

project, they should be allowed to do so and occasionally miss a specific class. 

Is it harder on the teacher who has to find the time to teach the student what he or 

she missed?  Absolutely.  Should a student continually miss class?  Of course not.  

But letting your students know that other areas of learning are also important goes 

a long way to building the kind of two-way communication that enables students to 

want to be part of the educational experiences that takes place with you. 

 

“Blessed are they who can laugh at themselves for they shall never cease to be amused.”   
Origin Unknown 
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20.  Don’t make too many rules 
 

We need rules to keep things running productively in our society.  We certainly 

need a few rules in our classrooms so students know what we expect of them.  We 

expect them to be on time, to treat each other in a civil manner, to participate in the 

assignments we create to help them learn the material in our course.  And each of 

us has our own additional expectations for our students 

What we don’t need are too many rules.  A multitude of rules makes it difficult for 

students to remember which teachers expect what.  Too many rules make students 

feel that they’re in ‘prison’ or at least not in a particularly friendly environment. 

From a classroom management perspective, it’s tough to enforce a lot of rules. But 

those that are not enforced are meaningless and often create a culture where 

students feel that they can do whatever they want.  If we have too many rules, we 

have to not only keep track of them, we have to track every infraction, every 

disciplinary action we enact so all the mini lawyers (our students) don’t jump to 

challenge us. We can’t slip. 

Simplicity is the key.  Keep the rules basic and simple.  Follow through when 

they’re broken quickly and fairly.  Administer the rules with a light but consistent 

hand, and you will most likely find that students not only will keep your rules in 

mind, but will also enforce them with their peers.   

 

“Do not train children to learn by force and harshness, but direct them to it by what amuses 

their minds, so that you may be better able to discover with accuracy 

 the peculiar bent of the genius of each.” 
Plato 
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21.   Discipline students fairly 

 

One of the most difficult parts of teaching is disciplining students.  Taking care of 

situations that arise with students can often use up valuable class time, and if not 

done properly, can set the relationship between teacher and student back 

substantially. 

As mentioned previously, the fewer rules we have, the better.  With only a few 

important rules, class time does not have to be spent making 

sure those rules are enforced.  When a student does break one 

of those rules, it’s best to respond in a way that is respectful.  

Unless they have created a violent, dangerous situation which 

requires swift and powerful action, there is no reason not to be respectful as we 

enact our discipline.  

It’s easy to see why this should be the case.  Being respectful models the 

appropriate behavior.  Being respectful does not escalate the tension in the room.  

Being respectful allows students to realize that they’re being treated as fellow 

citizens of the educational establishment rather than as lesser beings. 

We shouldn’t embarrass kids as we discipline.  If a student either deliberately or 

unintentionally breaks one of our classroom rules, it’s important to discipline them 

without causing them undue embarrassment.  A strategy that worked best for me 

was to walk up to the student and quietly let them know what they had done and 

what the possible consequences might be.  Speaking quietly takes away the 

opportunity for the student to grandstand his/her position in an attempt to gain 

class support or to garner additional attention.  Speaking only to the student 

involved also protects their sense of self and gives them the opportunity to make 

the necessary changes in behavior in a dignified manner.   

The tricky part in this strategy is to turn around and walk away after 

the conversation.  Certainly the student could escalate the situation 

while we walk away.  But because we treated them with respect, 

they don’t.  I cannot remember a time when a student did not do 

what I asked them to do when I followed this technique.  They 
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appeared to be quite grateful that they didn’t have to follow through and continue 

the disturbance that they had begun. 

We all want to be treated with respect.  Most of our complaining, most of our 

stress is a direct result of us not being treated in the manner we’d like.  We have 

the chance every day in class to show our teens how to act.  Let’s not allow this 

opportunity to slide by. 

 
“Children should be led into the right paths, not by severity, but by persuasion.” 

Terence 

 

 

 

22.  Imagine what it’s like to be the student 

 

We were all students at one time.  It’s easy to forget how vulnerable and innocent 

we were. Allowing ourselves to think back to that time will give us a better 

understanding of what it must feel like to be students in the classroom facing us 

each day. 

For many of us, life was simpler and easier than it is for the students we teach now.  

Many of us did not come from such complex family situations.  Many of us did not 

experience the kind of home lives that many of our students struggle with each 

day.  Many of us were not inundated by negative media each day full of wars, 

tsunamis, crime, drugs, and wayward celebrity self-destructions.  These things 

existed but weren’t in the media 24/7.   

What must it feel like to be a teen today?  We’ll never know for sure, of course, 

but taking a few minutes to really think about what their lives are like will help us 

be a bit more understanding of their lack of attention, their failure to turn in 

homework, and all of the other issues that teens present us every day.  It doesn’t 

mean we accept poor behavior or lack of achievement.  But we can add a level of 

understanding so that we may relate more effectively to them. 



37 

 

Copyright © 2020           Horizon Enterprises    SuccessforLife101.com 

 

 
“The kids in our classroom are infinitely more significant than the subject matter we teach.” 

Meladee McCarty 

 

 

 

23.  Be a great example 

 

We throw around the term ‘role model’ on a fairly regular basis.  Often teens 

model themselves after some rather unremarkable people including celebrities 

whose only claim to fame may be excessive money or trips to rehab.  They see 

these people receiving immense media attention because of their fame, looks, 

beautiful clothes, and homes.  They also notice that despite being involved in 

irresponsible and often illegal acts, these celebrities not only go unpunished, they 

are given more attention.  These are not viable role models for our teens who 

desperately seek guidance. 

Parents and teachers have the greatest ability to impact children because of 

proximity and time.  After parents, teachers have the greatest opportunity to 

influence kids.  The best way for us to do so is to be a model of the good qualities 

that we want in our citizens. 

That doesn’t mean we have to be perfect.  Perfection is unattainable and the quest 

for it can cause great stress for those who try for it.  Better to strive for excellence.  

Ernie Zelinski in 101 Really Important Things You Already Know, But Keep 

Forgetting defines excellence as somewhere between perfection and mediocrity.  

We each get to decide where we fall on that spectrum.  “Loosely stated,” he says, 

“excellence is putting in the best effort you can with the time, energy, and other 

resources you have available.  Keep in mind, however, that you don’t have to do 

anything flawlessly to be highly successful.” 

We also should do what we say we’re going to do (another good reason not to have 

too many rules).  We should say what we mean and mean what we say.  Our 

students, who may often forget to pass in homework, are keeping a mental tally, 

monitoring our every word, looking for a potential mistake.  They are legal 
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geniuses and bookkeepers, ready to jump at a potential kink in the continuity of our 

demeanor. 

That should not deter us from being the kind of human being that kids will want to 

emulate.  Kids see a society that revels in the nasty comment, the easy criticism, 

the rewards for less than stellar behavior – a society that rewards being cool and 

unintelligent and that demeans the smart student.  But given the opportunity, they 

are ready for the alternative – achievement, optimism, kindness, ethical standards, 

boundaries. 

To be a role model as a teacher means being consistent, fair, kind, and showing 

kids that they matter.  One of the highest compliments I ever received was from a 

young man who constantly challenged my ethics and values.  When he was a 

sophomore in my Strategies for Success  I class, he told me that no one was nice 

all the time.  I agreed…but that didn’t mean I couldn’t try to be.  He believed that 

no one could do the right thing all the time, that I must want to get away with 

things like everyone else did.  I said I always tried to do the right thing.  I didn’t 

always succeed but I tried.  So he watched me, listened to me, for one whole 

semester, challenging me all along the way and trying to convince me that it was 

more fun and exciting to ‘get away’ with something rather than doing the so-called 

‘right thing’.  We had different perspectives right until the end, so we decided to 

amicably agree to disagree.  I honestly thought I’d never see him again. 

Two years passed and as I looked at my roster for the coming year I noticed that 

same young man was enrolled in my Strategies II class.   That was a surprise.  I 

wondered why he wanted more of a course that didn’t seem to mesh with his 

values.  I saw that he had grown considerably in maturity since the tenth grade 

although he still had some of the same beliefs that he held as a sophomore.  We 

sparred throughout the semester but in a lighthearted manner.  That semester, he 

helped pilot an international leadership program and was an active participant in 

teaching the techniques and values of the Strategies for Success program to the 

middle school students in town. 

As he finished the semester only days before graduation, he came up to me and 

said that he respected the fact that I never wavered from my values over the entire 

time he had known me, that I treated everyone consistently, didn’t choose the easy 

http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
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way out when at times it would have been so simple to do so, and that he admired 

me.  It was one of the highest compliments of my teaching career, actually of my 

life.  Just prior to graduation, he was honored by the military that he had just 

signed up for as one of their most promising candidates with a high ethical 

foundation.  I was so proud of him. 

Let students see that doing the right thing, achieving and working hard are values 

worth pursuing.  We have the unique opportunity to show them these values every 

single day by our actions.  And they’re ready and willing to learn.  Give them that 

chance. 

 

“Setting an example is not the main means of influencing another.  It is the only means.”   
Albert Einstein 

 

 

 

24.  Don’t do what students can’t do 

 

In my school we were often told in advance that a fire drill would be scheduled on 

a given day.  In cold weather, many teachers used that information to have their 

coats and gloves ready as they exited the building with their classes.  I wondered 

how they could do that in the face of hundreds of students who didn’t 

have the heads-up that the teachers had.  How could they stand all 

bundled in their warm clothing while the students around them froze?  

But most did. And it really bothered me.  I can only imagine what the 

students felt.  I think we have a duty to put ourselves in the same situations as our 

students.  They have no coats…we should have no coats.  Sure it’s uncomfortable, 

but it’s the right thing to do.  Besides, what message did those warm educators 

send to the freezing students? 

Here’s another example.  Our students were never allowed to have any beverage 

with them in school.  In fact, that didn’t change until I brought back research from 

my training at the big motivational seminars that water fuels the brain, increases 

learning, and helps to raise test scores (www.watercure.com).  Our principal at the 

http://www.watercure.com/
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time took my information and began to allow our sophomores to drink water and 

have crackers during our state assessment tests.  Soon after, water bottles were 

allowed in school.  (Our test scores went up dramatically that year and continued to 

do so over the next few years I believe, in part, because of the nourishment and 

respect the snacks and water provided.) 

Up to that point, many teachers would drink coffee in front of the students while 

admonishing them to put away any beverage that they had.  That 

did not seem right to me.  So many teachers felt that because they 

were adults at their job, they had earned the right to have a coffee 

or whatever they wanted, even though students could not have 

anything.  They did have that right, but having a policy like that 

shows a lack of insight about human behavior.  Creating that barrier was certainly 

not conducive to creating a positive relationship between student and teacher.  

What teenager wants to hear that an adult feels superior to him or her?  Yes, the 

teacher earned the right to bring the coffee to school but why not put it away once 

school starts? 

I think it’s best to act like a fellow human in the classroom, not as a superior being.  

Knowing that all of us in that classroom are on a journey together makes for a 

much better ride. 

 
“Children have more need of models than of critics.” 

Joseph Joubert 
 

 

 

25.  Set a positive tone 
 

Creating a positive environment is one of the most important things we can do as 

classroom teachers.  This is more than just the pleasant environment we talked 

about earlier.  How we structure our classroom should be a deliberate decision.  Do 

we want a classroom where kids feel nurtured or one where they feel intimidated?   
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I had a class like that in high school and it was terrifying.  My Algebra II teacher 

felt that students learned best when they were abused.  Or at least that’s the way it 

felt.  We were in what is now called an honors class but we felt worthless in his 

presence.  His strategy was to get at least one student to the board each day and 

berate them so intensely that they couldn’t even remember their own name, much 

less solve a math problem.  I remember him making everyone cry as he browbeat 

them.  Hopefully, teachers like this no longer exist.   

Teaching is one of the most challenging and important jobs in existence.  With all 

the pressures on teachers in this century, it’s important to look for the good in any 

situation so that a classroom is created that is positive, empowering and healthy.  

As financial guru and author Jean Chatzky says in The Difference, optimism 

enhances connectedness (an essential ingredient of successful classrooms), raises 

energy (good for students who claim boredom is their biggest issue), and makes us 

more likeable, resilient and flexible in our thinking. 

We get to choose the kind of classroom we want.  It’s one of the great joys of 

teaching because we get to create our own environment.  It’s important to set a 

friendly, encouraging tone from the moment students first enter the class. Make 

students feel welcome and begin to let them see that this class is most likely quite 

different from any course they’ve ever taken before and it will be - if you choose 

that path. 

A positive mindset on the teacher’s part creates an environment of safety and 

community which allows learning to take place more easily.  Dr. Laurence Martel 

mentions in his book, The Seven Secrets of Learning Revealed: What Your 

Teacher Never Taught You, Because Your Teacher Never Knew, that students 

cannot learn in an atmosphere of put-downs and intimidation from either fellow 

students or teachers.  When that happens, all their energy and blood flow go into 

the feet (flight) or hands (fight).  If a student is always worried about people 

bothering him or her in class, if they’re always thinking that someone will laugh at 

them or talk about them, then they will stay in their comfort zones and will miss 

the opportunity to learn.   

Dr. Bruce Lipton in Biology of Belief reiterates this same concept when he says 

that “humans unavoidably restrict their growth behaviors when they shift into 
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protective mode”.  The stress involved in this mode, he concludes, “Enhances 

survival but at the cost of…reduced intelligence.”  Learning cannot take place 

under these conditions. 

On the other hand, students who realize that the instructor is committed to their 

success will rise to the occasion, some perhaps for the first time in their lives.  Dr. 

Lipton worked with a group of remedial medical students, “When they realized I 

was truly committed to their success, I could see lights flash in their previously 

panicked eyes.”  They were no longer the cut-throat medical students he was used 

to teaching in the past.  With his new way of approaching them at the beginning of 

the course, “…my class of misfits stopped acting like conventional medical 

students…they amalgamated into a single force, a team that helped them survive 

the semester.  The stronger students helped the weaker and, in so doing, all became 

stronger.  Their harmony was both surprising and beautiful to observe.”  The same 

results can happen in the high school classroom in the hands of a committed, 

optimistic and encouraging teacher which all of us can choose to be. 

At the beginning of the school year, describe the journey the students are about to 

embark upon and share with them your optimism about their success.  Students, 

who think the instructor not only believes in their success, but enjoys teaching 

them, will rise to the occasion and fulfill the promise expected of them. This is 

evident very early in the semester and is widespread throughout the class.  Also, 

share with them the success of those who have come before them.   

Be liberal with praise when it is merited.  Letting students know that they have 

done well, both as a group and as individuals, goes a long way in creating a 

positive environment in which students excel.  Giving praise and feedback 

especially when unexpected seems to be the most effective reward.   Daniel Pink 

says in Drive: The Surprising Truth About What Motivates Us that, “Some might 

dismiss notions like these as gooey and idealistic but the science says otherwise. 

The science confirms that this sort of behavior is essential to being human – and 

that now, in a rapidly changing economy, it is also critical for professional, 

personal, and organizational success of any kind.”   

Pink also suggests: 

 Praise effort and strategy, not intelligence.   
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 Make praise specific 

 Praise in private 

 Offer praise only when there’s a good reason for it 

I know that there are places and people who use negative words to motivate.  

Maybe that’s what that Algebra teacher was trying to do but it didn’t turn out that 

way.  We all hated him, that class, the subject.  How could we not?  I’m surprised 

we learned anything.   

Managers on sports teams often berate players for the mistakes they made in a 

game because people of that level of expertise take those words as challenges and 

rise to the occasion.  Even non-professional teams have used these techniques.  

That situation is very different from a classroom.  Players chose to be on teams, 

chose to be in that sort of environment.  Our students are randomly placed in our 

classes and often need our subjects to graduate.  They have not signed up to be 

ridiculed and belittled.  I believe that this way of teaching has no place in the 

modern classroom, which already has enough negative factors imposed by changes 

both in society and in education. 

My goal, both as a math teacher and especially as the teacher of Strategies for 

Success was to create a climate where students felt nurtured and valued, a 

classroom that allowed students to blossom.  Knowing that they were not going to 

be belittled, knowing that they would be greeted each day with a smile, knowing 

that places existed in the world where positive messages were a daily habit, gave 

them a place to feel safe.  And students who feel safe and valued can free up their 

hostility about education and learn. 

 

“Many of our young people have been so soured by their experience in today’s classrooms that 

the joy of learning has all but died for a lifetime.”   
Dr. Laurence Martel 

 

 

http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
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26.  Reward rather than punish 
 

Daniel Pink in Drive describes the carrot and stick method (rewards/punishment) 

which has been used for generations in the classroom and in the office as 

Motivation 1.0, the most basic type.  But according to Pink, that kind of motivation 

doesn’t work or at least not for long.  If students only work because we reward 

them, then according to Pink, it’s human nature to not perform without rewards. 

He also says that in the carrot/stick system, people begin to expect rewards and 

actually do less work because they know the reward is coming. They even begin to 

feel they deserve greater rewards despite being less productive.  Pink states that 

“science is revealing that carrots and sticks can promote bad behavior….and 

encourage short-term thinking at the expense of the long view.”  The fact that a 

reward is offered signals that the task connected to the reward is not a particularly 

pleasant one.  Rewards have an addictive quality about them, getting people so 

excited that they often take more unnecessary risks and make more poor choices.  

Neuroscientist Brian Knutson says, “This may explain why casinos surround their 

guests with reward cues (e.g., inexpensive food, free liquor, surprise gifts, potential 

jackpot prizes). 

Pink reports from a study done by MIT management professors Karim Lakhani 

and Boston Consulting Group consultant Bob Wolf that “enjoyment-based intrinsic 

motivation - namely how creative someone feels when working on the project - is 

the strongest, most pervasive driver.”  That certainly supports the concept of 

making learning fun. 

So if we don’t reward constantly, do we punish?  I know that at times, punishment 

of a minor nature is an effective tool to help us make the changes we need.  After 

all, even professional athletes are penalized financially for failing to report to 

training on time and various other infractions.  But there can be better ways to 

handle disciple problems, maybe even forestall them. 

I was involved in a situation where we were penalized for infractions but in a fun, 

motivating manner.  I worked as a crew member for a major motivational speaker.  
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We had to report for duty a full hour before the events started each day despite 

having gone to bed quite late each night after full days of working with 800 teens 

from around the world.  To ensure that we would be on time, they charged us $1 

for each minute we were late.  Although it was a punishment, it was done with 

humor.  The people who were there on time were urging us to rush in.  The people 

who were collecting the money were telling us to slow down so we’d be late.  All 

of this happened each morning to a group of very tired team leaders in a playful, 

enjoyable manner.  A great way at the start of another very long day. 

I chose to create a version of this plan to handle the students who 

were late to class.  I had the ‘Pay or Stay’ policy where students 

had to either pay a fine (money went to the charity each class 

chose) or stay after school.  They couldn’t owe money but could 

borrow from a classmate (good for team building).  It worked 

really well because students were given a choice, the policy was 

clear and consistent, and the amounts due were small.  Students were so committed 

to the policy that they even left money with a substitute with a note saying that 

they had lived up to their obligation!   

I heard a conversation today on a national talk show about how a lot of our 

celebrities are having difficulties getting their lives on track because they do not 

suffer any negative consequences for their misbehaviors.  We’re in an era where 

celebrities pop in and out of rehab so quickly that it would be impossible to make 

any positive changes.  Some who are publicity seekers get more of what they’re 

looking for by acting out.  They are disciples of the old adage that ‘any publicity is 

better than no publicity’.  They seem to need to be punished because rewarding 

them for their escapades is not working. 

Obviously, the world would not function well if we were praised and rewarded 

every time we did something right.  Imagine the chaos of the school principal 

standing at the door each morning congratulating all the teachers and students who 

showed up on time.  What a counter-productive way to run the world! 

On the other hand, we are often motivated by the fear of punishment.  As teachers, 

knowing that the principal is checking to see if we’re on time when we’ve been 
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warned several times to be prompt is certainly a motivating factor to leave home 

early enough.  Most teens feel the same way. 

Should you have classrooms rules tied to penalties for failing to follow them?  Of 

course.  Society runs in that way, so if nothing else, students have a chance to 

model obeying society’s laws.  But, as I’ve said previously, the fewer rules the 

better.  As a whole, I am a firm believer of randomly praising students who have 

had challenges in behavior, tardiness and/or absences.  Since many of them act out 

to gain much needed attention, I’ve found that occasional mention of how well 

they’ve done really makes a huge difference.  They no longer need to do the 

negative behaviors because they’re getting the much-needed attention another way.  

Random unexpected rewards produced the best results for my classes overall 

which meshed with Daniel Pink’s conclusions. 

 

 
“They may forget what you said but they will never forget how you make them feel.” 

Anonymous 

 

 

 

27.  Use repetition without being boring 
 

Repetition is how we learn.  From walking to tying our shoes, from how to hold a 

fork to how to drive a car, we learn by doing a process over and over.  We’re 

surrounded by repetition everywhere we look.  Advertisers thrive on repetition to 

get us to remember their products.  How else would we know the words to so many 

commercials? 

Few people, if any, can observe a process once and then proceed to duplicate it.  

Yet in the classroom, we often tell students information once or in one way and 

expect them to retain it.  We give them pop quizzes and put them on the spot to see 

what they know.  We may repeat information in the classroom, but some teachers 

do it in a manner that is derisive, disappointed and even angry about the fact that 

the words they had spoken had not been memorized. 
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A little background in how I came to add deliberate repetition to my classroom 

repertoire. After the first semester of Strategies for Success, I realized that the 

students in the class didn’t know each other’s names.  I expected that they knew 

everyone else in the class because I had done so when I was in high school.  One of 

my goals was for them to bond as a class.  How could they bond with each other 

when they didn’t even know each other’s names?  How could I get them to learn 

about everyone in a manner that wasn’t dull? 

I thought back to the movie “Remember the Titans” that I had 

seen at a leadership camp for teens and teachers I had attended the 

previous summer.  Coach Boone, who was portrayed in the movie, 

had a similar situation.  Because his school was being integrated for the first time, 

the white players on the football team didn’t know anything about the black 

players and vice versa.  They were at summer training camp in Gettysburg with no 

real knowledge about their roommates.  That lack of knowledge created barriers 

between players, barriers that had to be eliminated if there was to be any chance of 

winning. 

To encourage them to get to know each other, the coach gave them an assignment 

with a penalty attached.  If they didn’t get to know the details of their roommates’ 

lives ASAP, they would be required to do the full exhausting football drill multiple 

times each day.  I’ll never forget the scenes where the players were asking each 

other questions about their lives.  Many of the questions were based on 

assumptions about the other person’s backgrounds that were totally erroneous.  

How could they bond as a team when they had so many misconceptions of what 

growing up as a member of the opposite race was like?   

I took that idea and modified it for class the next semester by adding in a lesson 

which I called ‘Stand and Deliver’.  On about the third day of class, I had each 

student grab his/her journal, get up out of his/her seat, and interview everyone else.  

I kept it simple – all they needed to discover was everyone’s full name, grade and a 

pertinent fact.  Each student got to decide what his/her fact would be.  Some told 

about being adopted or playing a specific musical instrument.  Others mentioned 

sports or a certain place they had traveled to.  What they couldn’t do was stand up 

and announce to everyone all their information at one time, as it would have 
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defeated the other goal for this activity, which was to have them actually connect 

with each other as much as possible. 

So what does this have to do with repetition, you ask?  Part of the lesson was to 

have students memorize all the information that they had obtained.  Why?  The 

obvious one was to learn more about each other, but the other reason was to prove 

to them that they could memorize over 100 pieces of information (first name, last 

name, grade, and fact for 25 students) if they truly wanted to.   

So how best to accomplish this goal?  By using multiple learning styles, 

making it fun, and, of course, repetition.  A few days after all the 

information was gathered, I began the class by having each student 

‘Stand & Deliver” - stand up and tell his/her information.  This allowed all the 

auditory people to hear the data and gave the visual people a chance to match the 

information with the face.  This also allowed students to begin to step out of their 

comfort zones and speak in front of each other, often a big challenge for teens.   

We repeated this activity daily for about a month varying the manner of review.  

On some days, I’d have the class come to the front of the room and form two lines.  

When I said, “Go!” they were to reach across and shake the hand of the person 

across from them, greeting him/her with his/her name and the other pertinent 

information, a great learning technique for kinesthetic learners and a change from 

the usual ‘Stand and Deliver’ style that benefited the auditory students best.   

After a couple of weeks, I had them sit alphabetically.  I gave them a blank seating 

chart and asked them to fill in what they knew.  Most knew at least half of the 

material to their own surprise.  They could fill in the rest from their journals which 

made the more visual students happy. 

One day a student suggested a different form of ‘Stand and Deliver’.  He asked if 

one person could stand and everyone else in the class would offer that person’s 

information. Good idea.  Another example of using an alternate learning style to 

repeat the information.  After a few weeks of repetition, most of the students had 

mastered the information.  They were shocked to realize that they had learned 

close to 100 facts in a very short time frame.  All of this was done in a very 

encouraging and supporting manner with the reminder that someone forgetting 

someone’s information was not a cause to be offended. 



49 

 

Copyright © 2020           Horizon Enterprises    SuccessforLife101.com 

 

A Yale study showed that most people forget 90% of what they hear in a week 

unless it’s reinforced. (Actually the study showed that we forget 40% in the first 

hour after hearing information, 30% in the next 24 hours and 20% by the following 

week).  If this is indeed true, how can we expect our students, who may or may not 

be particularly interested, to remember what we say?  Taking a few minutes each 

day to review important content can be a valuable addition to the daily classroom.  

I know it’s done at some of the big motivational seminars.  I did this on a regular 

basis in my Strategies class and it proved to be very effective in raising both 

student scores and confidence.  The key, I believe, is variety, kindness and humor. 

Even Einstein said, “Learning is experience. Everything else is just information.”  

Just hearing information is not experience enough.  Just as we need to remind 

ourselves of important information, so do our students…with our help. 

Note:  There was a wonderful benefit from ‘Stand and Deliver’ and the other team 

connected activities.   It helped each class, which was made up of a very diverse 

group of students, to bond quickly.  That connection lasted throughout the semester 

and filtered out through the school community, decreasing bullying in the process.  

Where previously students judged, labeled and criticized someone from a different 

peer group, they now connected with at least one person in that group which made 

that group acceptable.  I can’t claim that I had anticipated this reaction but it 

made a stunning change in the entire school climate. 

 

“Boredom will always remain the greatest enemy of school disciplines. If we remember that 

children are bored, not only when they don't happen to be interested in the subject or when the 

teacher doesn't make it interesting, but also when certain working conditions are out of focus 

with their basic needs, then we can realize what a great contributor to  

discipline problems boredom really is.  

Research has shown that boredom is closely related to frustration and that the effect of too much 

frustration is invariably irritability, withdrawal, rebellious opposition or  

aggressive rejection of the whole show.” 

Fritz Redl 
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28.  Match the time frame 

 

I’ve heard many teachers talk about how difficult it is to get students back into the 

school mode after a vacation.  They claim they won’t listen, won’t work, and 

basically need to be battled and disciplined.  Most of these teachers chose to 

lecture the day after vacation.  To me, that’s working against the tide, against 

where students are mentally.  They want to mingle and reconnect with the friends 

they haven’t seen in a while. We want them to settle down, pay attention, and get 

involved in the subject matter.  Not a good match to be sure. 

A better strategy is to meet them where they are.  On the first day back from 

vacation, when students are hyper, try group activities, where students can catch up 

on conversation while they work instead of lecturing.  If you have an appropriate 

movie to show in class, save it for the days before holidays or vacations, if 

possible. 

I mentioned previously that I liked to show the movie “Remember the 

Titans” in my Strategies for Success classes.  The message of the 

movie meshed very nicely with my curriculum and the movie had 

clean enough language and content to make it ideal for the classroom.  

During Semester One, I ran the movie over the three days before 

December vacation with the rest of the class time used for whatever 

we were working on.  For the second semester classes, I ran it prior to spring 

vacation.  

Both before and after vacations, it’s obvious that students are functioning in 

vacation mode and I found that ‘going with the flow’ works much better than 

fighting.  That said, students didn’t just sit and vegetate during the movie.  They 

had a set of questions that had to be answered that followed along with the movie.  

Those questions were discussed the week following the vacation. 

The message here is to use common sense when planning a lesson realizing that 

our classes don’t exist in a vacuum.  Whether they’re consciously aware or not, 

students are more receptive to a lesson that meshes with what’s happening in the 
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greater sphere of their lives and ultimately work more effectively with better 

results. 

 
“Theories and goals of education don't matter a whit if you don't consider  

your students to be human beings.” 
Lou Ann Walker 

 

 

 

29.  Be respectful of your peers and administrators 

 

Students model what we do and say.  When we talk negatively about our fellow 

teachers or the administrative staff of our school, we let the students know that it’s 

okay to badmouth others when they’re not around.   

I chose to never let students talk poorly by name about their other teachers.  I did 

allow them to discuss a situation that arose with a specific teacher so that the class 

could strategize a solution but names were never allowed.  I told them it was not 

appropriate because we’d only be hearing one side since the other person wasn’t 

there to defend him/herself. 

Having that position relays to students that, unlike some others, we will not be 

speaking poorly about them.  Anyone who has been in a typical teacher’s room 

knows that students are discussed ad nauseum, often in a rather unprofessional 

manner.  I understand sharing information that is important for other teachers to 

know.  I also understand venting frustrations in what is an often difficult job.  But I 

believe, unless we’re trying to get help for our student, it’s important not to 

negatively discuss them with others.   

It’s also important not to vent about community members in front of students.  

Often teachers are not highly regarded in town for a variety of reasons but around 

students, we still need to be respectful of the people who pay us – the 

administrators of our districts, superintendents, school committee members and 

also ultimately our students’ parents.  If we whine and complain at contract time 

and berate those who pay us, we’re sending negative messages to our students that 
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we are not in control of our destinies but are victims instead.   We certainly can 

discuss our thoughts about school related situations without naming names and use 

those conversations as a demonstration on how to constructively work to improve 

conditions.   

If we’re looking to build trust and camaraderie with our students, we must model 

treating people with respect in our conversations.  That means not trashing the 

teacher next door.  Not telling them that the principal is a lousy choice.  Not bad 

mouthing our other classes (We can of course compliment them and our other 

classes).  Let’s show our teens how to conduct themselves in a kind and respectful 

manner. 

        

We must be the change we wish to see.”  
 Mahatma Gandhi 

 

 

 

30.  Be consistent 

 

No one knows more about what’s fair in a classroom than the students who sit in 

front of you each day.  Change the way you discipline for a specific offense and 

the lawyer that lives inside each and every one of them comes screaming out.  

They’ll tell you that you’re unfair quicker than you can realize that you did 

something differently. 

To help myself remember my own rules, I found it best to have some 

predetermined strategies for handling situations that I knew would arrive.  Late to 

class?  I used the ‘Pay or Stay’ policy I mentioned previously.  Here’s how it 

worked.  I always positioned myself in the doorway close to the time the bell was 

scheduled to ring.  Whoever was on the outside of the door when the bell rang was 

late.  It didn’t matter if you didn’t mean to be late, if you were hurrying down the 

hall, or if it was someone else’s fault.  You were late.  After some minor grumbling 

at the beginning of the semester, there were no more arguments because the cut off 

was clear and easy to administer.   
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With my ‘Pay or Stay’ policy, students had a choice of paying a donation to the 

charity can or, staying after school.  They knew the amounts – in 

money or minutes – and handled the situation accordingly. (If they 

were late the first month, they owed a penny or ten minutes.  The 

second month it was a nickel or 15 minutes and so on).  They knew 

that the fee was raised each month as they were expected to improve.  Because the 

penalty was consistent, there were no “it’s not fair” comments levied about being 

late.  Plus, having an option on how to handle their tardiness gave them a say, 

albeit minor, in the situation. 

I used that same approach for most other common classroom situations and found 

it to be beneficial.  Teens knew that they could count on me to treat them fairly and 

consistently, which gave them a reason to trust me in other areas as well, great for 

building team and leadership examples. 

If we do our best to dole out consistent penalties and rewards to class members, we 

will be looked upon as someone that students can depend on.  And once they know 

they can trust us, they can more easily direct their attention to learning what we 

share. 

        

“Whatever you are, be a good one. “  
Abraham Lincoln 

 

 

 

31.  “Stop looking for reasons to be offended” 
 

I love this quote by Dr. Wayne Dyer.  So many people walk around feeling like 

they’re the center of the universe and are easily offended when things don’t go 

their way.  I’ve seen several teachers act in just this manner and even more teens.  

They’re offended by the school changing the start time, the color the room is 

painted, the announcements, the classes they’re given, the amount of time for 

lunch….the list goes on and on.  I guess the real problem is that people feel they 

should have input into all of these situations and for some circumstances, this 
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certainly is the case.  But it is not realistic that all parties could be consulted for all 

situations in a school.  And it’s impossible to please everyone all the time. 

If as a teacher, you choose to demonstrate that you personally don’t get offended 

that easily, you set an interesting example to those students sitting in front of you.  

Imagine how much less stress there is in a classroom where people aren’t slighted 

so easily?  Where kindness and understanding in a situation is the rule, rather than 

the exception?  Bottom line is, when we’re offended, it’s all about satisfying our 

egos.  When we model letting our egos go, we teach our students that life flows a 

lot easier when we stop trying to make the world bend to our likes and dislikes. 

 
“What the teacher is, is more important than what he teaches.” 

Karl Menninger 

 

 

 

32.  Use activities to teach   

 

What changed the most visibly when I began teaching Strategies for Success was 

that I made activities an integral part of each day’s lesson.  I had instinctively 

realized long before that when I got my classes active, they were more engaged in 

the lesson.  I did activities occasionally back then but felt that I wasn’t doing what 

I was supposed to be doing - lecturing.  Unfortunately I didn’t consciously realize 

how much more I could add to my classes with activities. 

Carla Hannaford, Ph.D., a neurophysiologist and educator and the author of the 

book Smart Moves – Why Learning is Not all in Your Head, states that, “Thinking 

and learning is anchored by movement…without movement of some kind, you 

don’t get conscious thought.  Movement profoundly improves not only learning 

but creativity, stress management and health.  (Knowledge of this connection) can 

have an immediate impact on educators, teachers and parents concerned with the 

success of all our children.”  My experience has shown that the more active the 

class, the higher the interest and the greater the learning.   

http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
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Activities benefit students in a variety of ways. They change the 

body’s physiology from the often bored relaxed position that students 

sit in.  They add fun, variety, uncertainty, whole brain thinking, 

interaction and so much more.  If I had to give teachers just one tip to 

enhance their classes, it would be to develop a list of varied activities and to use 

them on a regular basis.   

Looking back now, I realize that some of my best math lessons were the ones in 

which I had the students up and out of their seats.  One of the activities I used 

regularly was what I called ‘Board AB’.  I developed this activity in the years 

when I taught in our school’s 8th Grade House.   I needed something to engage 

those kids who were both talkative and very fidgety.   

Here’s how it worked:  I would label every other row ‘A’ and the rest ‘B’.  I’d send 

all the A’s to the board and gave out a math problem for everyone to do.  The A’s 

worked theirs out on the board while the B’s did theirs on paper.  After a few 

problems, I’d switch them.  We’d go back and forth several times during one 

period.  Students loved this activity.  Here’s why: 

 They got to get up several times, something they often didn’t get a chance to 

do in other classes. 

 They got to talk to their friends a bit while they were working which they 

didn’t get to do during lectures 

 They got a chance to make mistakes that I could catch well before a test or 

quiz (I got to see the mistakes of those who were working at the board) 

I eventually used this strategy with all grades and all levels of math from the 8th 

graders it was designed for to Pre-Calculus students.  And I used it in Strategies 

class as a review tool.  I can see it being effective in many disciplines – for 

vocabulary, for science equations, for history review. 

As with so many other areas of life, if I knew then what I know now, I’d have had 

activities as a regular tool in my math classes. Nothing changed the responsiveness 

and appreciation of my students more than adding in frequent activities.  They 

came in each day eager with the anticipation that I had something special in store 

for them that day.  “What are doing for fun today?” they’d ask.  How great to have 
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students enjoying the class, and if activities are what it takes to help get them to 

that point, then get them up moving and have fun! 

Note: Search for activities online, collect them from seminars and check with my 

activity mentor Tom Heck who is known around the world for his team building 

activities.  You can join his online site, The International Association of Teamwork 

Facilitators and learn more about him at: 

http://strategiesofsuccess.com/tomheck.htm 

 

Note: You might not want to share your activities with other teachers.  There’s 

nothing worse than getting all geared up to share a great activity with kids and 

find out they’ve already done it in another class!! 

 

“Teach by doing whenever you can, and only fall back on words  

when doing is out of the question.” 
Rousseau 

 

 

 

33.  Dress appropriately 
 

Dress styles have certainly evolved over time for teachers as well as society as a 

whole.  Men no longer have to wear a shirt and tie and women don’t have to wear 

dresses.  However we still have to dress in a manner appropriate to our position as 

teachers.   

What does that mean?  For women, clothing that is not too revealing or too tight.  

I’ve seen teachers with shirts so short that they reveal a bare midriff.  Not a great 

idea for hormonal teens.  Styles are a little more forgiving for men, but it’s 

important that they are also not too revealing or too tight. 

Clothes should not only be appropriate, they should also not be too casual.  Clothes 

in our society represent a certain attitude.  If we want to convey a professional 

http://strategiesofsuccess.com/tomheck.htm
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approach, our clothes should match that mindset.  We should dress at a level that 

shows students we take our job as their teacher seriously. As employees of the 

school district, we must dress the part, just as they should when they work at their 

jobs. 

I used to dress in business attire when I first started teaching.  Every now and then 

we’d have a dress down day.  On those days, I wore sneakers and jeans to school 

and I found myself acting a lot more casually than I intended.  It’s important to 

connect with students but, not so much that we’re on the same level with them.  

Casual dressing tends to do that because clothes subconsciously influence the way 

we carry ourselves.   

In fact one of the speakers at a conference I attended spoke extensively about the 

significance of dressing appropriately in business if we wanted to be taken 

seriously.  He literally advocated a black suit, white shirt or blouse with a splash of 

color at the neckline in the form of a tie or scarf.  He said people who presented 

themselves in this way got the upgrades at the airlines and hotels and were 

perceived as power brokers in their field.  I’ve used this technique when I travel for 

speaking engagements and can testify to its effectiveness, but I would never wear it 

in the classroom because it would create a perceived boundary between the 

students and me.  For most teachers, dressing somewhere between formal business 

attire and very casual works really well (comfortable shoes are a plus).  Clothes do 

indeed make the man (or the woman)! 

 

“Actions speak louder than words.”   
Proverb 

 

 

 

34.  Use common sense 

 

I had a conversation this week with Sean, the man who visits my house quarterly to 

spray for carpenter ants.  We always talk about education because he knows I was 

a teacher and I know that he is a very involved parent.  He told me about a 
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playground at his son’s school that cost $30,000 to build a few years ago that was 

recently bulldozed over.  Why?  Because someone had gotten a splinter.  And now 

they needed to raise money to build a new one at a cost of $60,000.  Huh?   

Couldn’t there have been a less expensive solution?  He and the other fathers 

offered to give up their weekends to sand the wooden parts of the playground and 

cover it with a plastic coating so that no child would get a 

splinter.  They were told they couldn’t because it conflicted with 

the custodian’s union.  The custodians couldn’t do that work 

because they didn’t have the time.  So instead, they knocked the 

playground down. 

He also talked about this great program they had each morning where all the 

students in his son’s elementary school gathered together in the morning to discuss 

the issues of the day for twenty minutes.  Then they went off and began their 

regular school day.  Students absorbed all sorts of information in this less 

traditional part of the day, as he said “the knowledge sneaked”.  The principal just 

cancelled the morning meeting because it was taking away from the regular 

curriculum.  The kids are devastated because they really enjoyed the morning 

meeting.  Parents protested, students wrote letters, but the principal decreed that 

she was the boss of the school and she made a decision she didn’t want to 

change.  Again I ask, “Huh?”  I understand the pressures on education, but please, 

let’s use some common sense and see that if something is working, keep it!! 

When is common sense coming back to education?  Our politically correct, 

litigious society is taking more and more away from the education of our 

students.  School districts are taking body mass indices (is that really their 

business?) while taking exercise away from the kids at recess because they don’t 

want anyone hurt.  My school went from physical education every other day to PE 

just one semester a year.  Only need physical activity for half a year?  Where’s the 

common sense? 

I know that these decisions were not made by classroom teachers but there are 

certainly plenty of situations during the school year that would benefit from the 

common sense thinking of the teacher in charge.  When we make decisions in the 
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classroom, let’s remember to have common sense be a core element of all those 

decisions. 

 

 
“A teacher’s day is one-half bureaucracy, one-half crisis, one-half monotony, and one-eighth 

epiphany.  Never mind the arithmetic.” 

Susan Ohanian 

 

 

 

35.  Recognize your student’s journeys 
 

Kids today have experienced tougher situations 

than we may have had in school.  It’s easy to 

forget how difficult it must be to be a teen today.  

There have always been troubles in the world but 

these early years of the 21
st
 century have been 

especially challenging.  From 9/11 to the tsunami, 

from Katrina to Japan, the world has seemed like 

a very dangerous place to live in. 

There have always been violent events happening somewhere in the world as well 

as random bad weather events.  Weather plays an uneven game of roulette with life 

around the globe seeming even more catastrophic whether because of global 

climate change or incessant media hype.  Teens see the negative events of our day 

repeated ad nauseum on television, in movies, and on the internet.  It’s hard for 

them to separate the truth from the reality. It is challenging enough to be an adult 

living today, wondering what the future holds.  Teens lack maturity as well as the 

ability to see that catastrophic events are not necessarily harbingers of every day of 

the future.    

How can they worry about history or math when all they see is the litany of 

accidents and murders that happened in their neighborhoods the previous night?  
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How can they get their homework done when they have to baby-sit their siblings 

while their single mom works yet another job? Or while they worry about being 

bullied in school the next day?  How can they care when news about war, 

terrorism, and climate change is omnipresent?   

As teachers we can’t change what our students are exposed to, but we can help 

them put these events into perspective whenever the opportunity presents itself.  

Even more important, we can be sensitive enough to understand the underlying 

fear and distraction these issues can cause.  We can also be wonderful positive 

resources that can guide and empower our students to more meaningful productive 

lives than they can imagine for themselves.  

 

“A hundred years from now it will not matter what my bank account was, 

 the sort of house I lived in, or the kind of car I drove . . . but the world maybe different because I 

was important in the life of a child."  
Kathy Davis 

 

 

 

36.  Recognize human needs 

 
Many psychologists and social scientists have postulated that we, as humans, have 

certain basic needs, no matter the time in history, or geographic location.  These 

human needs have been named a variety of ways, but despite the variance in 

nomenclature, they all seem to arrive at the same result.   

I used the concept of human needs with my Strategies for Success students. I 

describe it this way: Go P.L.A.C.E.S. with Human Needs - People, Learning, 

Attention, Charity, Excitement, and Security (I renamed each of them so that they 

might more easily be remembered and understood by teens) 

These might also be applied to teaching effectively. 

People 

http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
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We all need people in our lives.  This is evident from early life.  Babies who are 

not touched or cuddled have been known to die from lack of contact, ‘failure to 

thrive’ syndrome.  Throughout our lives, we continue to need people to teach us 

the way of the world, to provide companionship, to love.   

The classroom is no different.  Kids need each other. They need to communicate 

with each other on a frequent basis. The success of texting and Facebook are signs 

of this need.  Let them work together, do group activities, anything that lets them 

interact and/or bond whenever possible to satisfy this need and to make your class 

more enjoyable to them.  Of course, the key is ‘working’ together, not just talking 

about subjects unconnected to the activity. 

Learning 

We all need to learn.  What better place to learn than the classroom?  Or is it?  

Sometimes we don’t provide teens the best environment to learn.  Would you like 

to be in your class?  How about the person who is least like you? As mentioned 

previously, we have to do our best to create the kind of environment in which 

most, if not all, of our students want to learn. 

Students need to feel that they are part of a bigger plan, that their best selves will 

be nurtured and expanded.  Daniel Pink in Drive says that in the workplace – 

which for students is the classroom - “your business must be a congenial place to 

work.  And the people on your team must have autonomy, they must have ample 

opportunity to pursue mastery, and their daily duties must relate to a larger 

purpose.  If these elements are in place, the best strategy is to provide a sense of 

urgency and significance – and then get out of the talent’s way.”   

A safe, positive environment allows students to not only survive but thrive.  When 

students realize that in this class, they are respected, treated fairly, and valued, that 

they will not be put on the spot or picked on, and that they are part of a team, the 

classroom becomes the place where learning is free to take place.  Pink says, “The 

science demonstrates that once people learn the fundamental practices and attitudes 

– and can exercise them in supportive settings – their motivation, and their ultimate 

performance, soars.” 

Attention 
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We all know about the students who need attention so badly that they will do 

anything to get it.  In the society we now live in, so many teens feel like lost souls.  

There are so many reasons for this feeling: 

 Parents are divorced  

 Parents are too busy to spend much time with them 

 Parents are overwhelmed with life issues and retreat into technology rather 

than spending quality time with their kids 

 Students come from blended families with many siblings 

 Students are only children 

 Teachers are so overwhelmed with non-teaching duties that they don’t get 

enough time to interact with each student 

What if we provide enough attention to our students so that they don’t have to seek 

it in an unproductive way?  Even the daily greeting at the door helps. 

Charity 

We all have within us the need to help others.  Once we introduce our students to 

the sensation of giving, they experience something that becomes pleasantly 

addictive.  If we can find a way to structure our curriculum so that someone in 

need benefits from the efforts of the students, we’ve created a win/win scenario for 

both our students and the recipients of our largesse.  Almost any discipline lends 

itself to a creative endeavor if we expand our own imaginations to do so. 

Excitement 

Most of us need a little excitement in our somewhat routine lives.  Humans don’t 

like to be bored.  We crave new experiences and frown on those that don’t provide 

excitement on some level.  Teens in particular like to venture into the new and 

unknown, partly because of where they are in brain development. 

We’re excitement addicts looking for fulfillment.  The world we 

live in has entertainment just a click away.    Nowadays TV shows 

are interrupted with messages along the bottom of the screen, pop 

http://www.bing.com/images/search?q=flat+screen+#focal=e6dda91c1204c6fd8633ca4cf66d1b56&furl=http://fieldsauction.net/flatscreentelevision.j


63 

 

Copyright © 2020           Horizon Enterprises    SuccessforLife101.com 

 

up ads for upcoming shows and loud music for each of the seven or so 

commercials during a break in the show.  Despite all this visual and auditory 

stimulation, we search for more, flipping through hundreds of channels looking for 

just the right program.  The networks realize that we’re tuning out and have so 

many other options besides watching their shows.  They fight back like children 

looking for attention with images dancing in front of us screaming for attention, all 

trying to provide excitement for our ‘dull and boring lives’.  And we wonder why 

students have a hard time paying attention in class!   

Would students be more attuned if teachers had the advertising buildup that a less 

than interesting TV show has?  Just picture it – the TV monitors in the classroom 

playing the following: 

Don’t miss tomorrow’s lesson “Fractions-The Misunderstood Numbers!!” 

starring Emmy award winning teacher (use instructor’s name here).   

See the true “Fear Factor” as teams of students confront their fears of 

fractions as ‘The Fractions’ try to multiply themselves around the room.   

Remember to catch “The Fractions” later tonight on “The Tonight Show” 

as they tell their story of how tough it was growing up in dysfunctional 

fractional homes.   

Be there on Thursday, for “Survivor-Fractions” where a fraction will be 

reduced to lowest terms and voted off the Isle of Numbers.   

Tune in for next week’s “Extreme Makeovers – Fraction Edition” where 

deserving fractions are transformed into mixed numbers. 

Sounds crazy but that’s what our students are used to in this media driven era. 

Obviously, we don’t want constant excitement because we need the more stable 

times for balance. This doesn’t mean that we need to have exciting lessons every 

day.  But when we deliver our subject matter interspersed with surprises, the 

change in the classroom is noticeable.  Students appreciate teachers who take the 

time to bring excitement to the classroom.  

Just knowing that we’re the kind of person who is willing to bring fun, surprises, 

and excitement to the class goes a long way in letting students know that we 
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understand that it’s not easy to be a focused student in these high entertainment, 

short attention times. 

Security   

We all need to know there are people and situations we can count on in life.  If we 

don’t have the basic needs of food, water, and shelter, it is difficult, if not 

impossible, to function productively.  Most of us have seen the student who can’t 

cope in class because of the chaos happening in his or her home life.  How can a 

student care about history when his family life is crumbling around him?  How can 

she think about writing an English composition when she may be about to be 

uprooted from her home because a parent is being sent to war or a divorce is 

imminent?  And what about the aforementioned fear of bullying? 

Students need to know that there are some positive constants in their school lives.  

Many live such uncertain lives that they hope there are moments in their school 

day where they feel safe and respected.  Of course, the hope is that all their classes 

make them feel that way, but seldom does that actually occur.  If we can provide 

comfortable boundaries and logical rules and enact them in a kind, consistent 

manner, then students know what to expect and will feel more secure. 

 

“Great teachers empathize with kids, respect them, and believe that each one has something 

special that can be built on.” 

Ann Lieberman 

 

 

 

37.  Remember we’re not teaching teachers 

 

Hopefully, we, as teachers, are pretty excited about our subject matter.  After all, 

we studied it for four years in college and probably through several post graduate 

courses.  We’re probably more interested in our subject matter than those who take 

courses in it to prepare for non-teaching careers.  When we talk about our subject 
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to our students, we have to remember that they are not necessarily as delighted 

about math or English or science as we are. 

I’ve heard teachers speak about their students in a manner that indicated that they 

expected their students to care about their subject matter as much as they did.  

That’s a very unlikely circumstance.  After all, except for a very few cases, we’re 

not teaching future teachers.  Most students have very little interest in what we 

have to say academically, except for what they need to hear to pass the next test.  

When we come right down to it, why should they?  They have their own lives, 

their own interests.  We chose this area of study, not them.  At their tender age, 

they don’t see the need for a broad-based education.  They often see the subject 

we’ve devoted our work life to as another interruption in a busy social life, an 

obstacle to overcome until the end of the school year. 

Let’s look at it from their perspective.  Imagine what it would be like 

to sit in a class where someone was teaching a subject we truly didn’t 

like.  For me it would be any subject that dealt with mechanics or 

electricity, anything that had tools in it.  I’d have to have an 

extraordinary teacher to make me like learning that!  Maybe it was 

because my dad dragged me along to a fire sale one day when I was about 11.  A 

fire sale of burnt tools!  Between our weekly trips to the tool department at Sears (I 

used to have nightmares of Craftsman tools!) and that fire sale, I really have an 

aversion to tools!  Some of our students feel the same about our subjects. 

The bottom line is that we chose our favorite subjects to make careers out of them.  

Our students are there because they have to be.  Let’s help them succeed by 

understanding this simple distinction.  And who knows?  Maybe a few will 

actually choose to be teachers, just like us. 

 

“The mere imparting of information is not education.  Above all things, the effort must result in 

making a man think and do for himself.”   
Carter G. Woodson 
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38.  Be flexible 

 
We all need structure in our lives.  We need it to set the boundaries and provide the 

contrast that makes us appreciate life more.  After all, a day off wouldn’t be special 

if it weren’t surrounded by days of work.   A cool drink wouldn’t be so refreshing 

if the day wasn’t hot and steamy.  A dessert wouldn’t taste so sweet if it didn’t 

follow a savory meal.  So, despite the fact that we must create a structure in our 

classrooms, we must also be flexible in our approach to daily life in that classroom. 

So many teachers refuse to deviate from the same exact format every day.  When 

students know that every day is the same routine – go over the homework, learn 

the new lesson, begin the homework in class – they fail to get excited about that 

class and school in general.  What’s to get excited about?  I know.  I ran a class 

that way for a bunch of years and bored myself! 

We must be willing to be flexible enough to break those boundaries and ignore the 

structure occasionally so that students feel that tingle of curiosity that makes them 

wonder what will come next.  Be flexible. Change the format around. Bring in 

surprises. Let the students have a game day. Do whatever it takes to keep the 

interest going.  Remember that except for a very few highly structured individuals, 

many adults also need that jolt of flexibility to make their life soar. 

 
“Never tell people how to do things.  

Tell them what to do and they will surprise you with their ingenuity.”   

General George S. Patton 

 

 

 

39.  Remember, the sun does not rise and shine on Algebra II! 

 
One of the things I remember most about my high school days was when we had 

assemblies with guest speakers.  NASA came to visit as well as other science 
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speakers.  Drama programs were brought in, some by outside parties, some from 

students themselves.  I liked having an alternative way to learn and I liked having a 

change of pace from the typical school day. 

With all the focus on NCLB and students passing state mandated tests, we seldom 

have situations where we offer students non-classroom learning. As a teacher, I 

could see the excitement in the eyes of my students on those days when we had 

something other than the typical day coming up. 

As teachers, we don’t get to determine what the school offers in terms of programs.  

We can, of course, make suggestions.  But what we can do is 

support these alternate activities when they happen.  So often I’ve 

heard teachers complain when students have to miss their class due 

to a special program.  They believe that their classes are the one 

and only subject that students need.  They moan and groan on the 

day of the assembly, often even denying students the chance to 

attend!  And they berate students who are part of the program telling them that 

they’re on their own in terms of learning what they will miss that day. 

Now I’m not advocating constant sessions where students miss class, and I 

recognize that some days are completely given up to school events, but I think a 

monthly assembly where an outside speaker is brought in, or a group in the school 

presents a program is extremely valuable to student learning.   

So think of the whole student, not just the Algebra II student, when you hear that a 

local author, a motivational speaker, or NASA is coming to visit.  Remember 

education actually exists in places other than our classroom! 

 

“The work can wait while you show the child the rainbow,  

but the rainbow won't wait while you do the work.” 
Patricia Clafford 
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40.  Don’t judge students by their previous teachers 

 

Form your own opinion about kids.  Keep an open mind, expect the best, and 

you’ll be pleasantly surprised.   

I used to do what the rest of my department did on the first few days of school.  

We’d look at each other’s class lists and indicate which students were going to be 

problems, because they had been in previous years.  

Now that I look back at that practice, I’m sorry that I engaged in it.  By having a 

predetermined view of someone, we don’t allow them a chance for a new start and 

we paint them with a label that is often unjustified.  Who are we to label anyone, 

anyway? 

There is the story about a teacher who, when given her class list, realized that she 

had a gifted class to teach for the year.  She knew this because next to each 

student’s name was a number over 135, obviously their IQ score.  So she gave the 

kids her very best, not that she didn’t usually do so, but she went above and 

beyond to engage and inspire these especially talented students.  When the year 

was over, another educator remarked on how well the students had done that year, 

how well the teacher had done with a group of special needs students.  The teacher 

was stunned.  “But they’re gifted!” she said.  “Look at their IQ’s!”  “Those aren’t 

their IQ’s,” she was told.  “Those are their locker numbers!” 

I’m not sure if this story is true or if it is just one of those emails shared around the 

internet.  But I do know that having no preconceived notions about the students 

about to begin the school journey with us is a viable teaching strategy.  People tend 

to do and be what we expect them to be. 

I eventually began to move away from the practice of list checking because I 

usually found that the opinions of a student’s previous teacher often didn’t mesh 

with mine.  Could it be that my approach to teaching brought out a more positive 

performance from kids?  Looking at the results of my Strategies for Success 

program, I know that was the case.  You see, I got pretty much every student in the 

http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
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school in my class because it was, as one student said, “The class you didn’t want 

to miss before you graduated.”   

Needless to say, I got all those students that other teachers were calling trouble 

makers.  I never knew who they were because they were all respectful, involved in 

the class, and performing well.  In fact, the guidance staff directed most ‘problem’ 

students into the class because they figured they needed the success strategies more 

than most.  The only way I found out that these so called, ‘trouble-makers’ had any 

problems was either when another teacher told me or when I saw them in ISS (In 

School Suspension) in the room across the hall from me.  I was always pretty 

surprised to see them and they were often a bit embarrassed to have me see them 

there. 

By not having preconceived notions about our students, we can set high standards 

both academically and socially.  I got to consciously test those expectations when I 

began teaching my Strategies for Success program.  I knew I was going to ask 

students to do things that were a bit unusual for a typical high school class.  Only 

at athletic events had students high-fived on a regular basis.  Here I was going to 

ask them to do this daily as a way of beginning the class with high energy and 

student connection. Although I felt nervous about asking them to do so, I decided I 

would just expect them to…and they did. 

I was also wary about creating a leadership class with so many rules that it would 

feel like a contradiction to the tone I was working to create.  As a math teacher, I 

usually spent the whole first day of the school year telling students how I expected 

them to behave in my class, the set-up for grading, my take on the rules for the 

school.  In Strategies class, I gave them two statements, two expectations: 

 Successful people treat each other with respect. 

 Successful people know that everything we do in life matters, so everything 

in this class counts. 

That’s it.  That’s all I said.  Of course, those two statements are loaded.  I expected 

the students to take in those words and conduct themselves accordingly…and they 

did, more so than all the times I gave out the full slate of rules when I was teaching 

http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
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math.  I expected them to act a certain way, and they did.  It happened every time I 

taught the class, which numbered over twenty times in three years. 

So, don’t pay attention to what Mrs. J says about Peter or what Mr. A shares about 

Annie.  Find your own way with your students by expecting the best from them, 

treating them with respect, and letting them know you care.  You’ll be amazed 

with the crop of wonderful students you’ll have every year.  

 

“Treat people as if they were what they ought to be and you help them  

to become what they are capable of being.” 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 

 

 

 

41.  Bring in guests 

 

One of the best ways to show students the value of what they’re learning is to bring 

in professionals from the business, art, or entertainment worlds to show how the 

subject matter manifests itself in a career environment.  So often 

students hear teachers knowingly say that they’ll need to know a 

particular topic ‘in the real world’.  For teens, their lives feel pretty 

real already. They can’t see a need to know history or science or 

English.  If we can bring a guest speaker in – be it a business 

professional, a former graduate of the high school, or anyone who has 

a life lesson to teach – then students can visibly expand their ‘real world’ as they 

see it right in front of them.   

Sometimes the best lesson we can give as teachers is to have someone else give it 

for us.  Some of my best speakers were the students who, only a short time before, 

had sat in the same seats.   

Not all students will connect with us in the same way. By bringing people in from 

different careers, with varied teaching styles and messages, we offer our students a 

wide variety of learning opportunities. 
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In teaching, it is the method and not the content that is the message… 

the drawing out, not the pumping in.” 

Ashley Montagu 

 

 

 

42.  Let kids rule  
 

Give the students a chance to ‘be in charge’ of the classroom at times.  They’re 

actually more demanding than most teachers.  I wish I had thought of this one 

sooner than I did, because it was very effective both for the students ‘in charge’ 

and for the rest of the class. 

Like many of the lessons, this tip came about after I had created the Strategies for 

Success program. After ninety days in the course, my students wanted more.  It had 

taken me ten years of research, several expensive seminars and a good two years to 

write the Strategies course.  And here, before the first semester was even over, the 

students wanted another one!   

Having just struggled through writing my first course, I had no idea what to write 

or how to expand the program.  Luckily, I had the opportunity to have my students 

pilot an international teen leadership program called ‘The 45 Day Challenge for 

Young Leaders’ provided by Rod Hairston and his company called Envision-U.  

But that only took half of the semester.  What to do until then? 

I decided to let the second course be more student-driven than teacher lead.  I had 

students partner up in the first few days of the course, letting them know that they 

and their buddy would take over the leadership role for one week of the semester.  

Although I provided the lesson, they were charged with overseeing the various 

daily programs that were part of the daily structure – choosing the music, leading 

the high-fives, making sure everyone signed in, making sure those who were late 

were held properly accountable with ‘Pay or Stay’ and helping me with whatever I 

needed. 

http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
http://www.envision-u.com/index.asp?bookmark=home
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They also lead any group discussions, coordinated brainstorming sessions and 

made sure everyone was on task and contributed toward the various projects and 

activities in class.  One of their favorite duties was overseeing the ‘money can’ we 

kept in the classroom where we collected money for our charity of choice.  We had 

set up a challenge that whenever anyone said anything negative, they had to donate 

a penny to the charity can (except for me….I had to donate a quarter!) to help 

increase awareness of how negative we all tend to be. 

The students really enjoyed being in a position of responsibility and took their 

duties seriously.  By letting students be in charge occasionally, we help reinforce 

the fact that all the parties – both teacher and students – are on the same journey, 

one in which everyone contributes. 

 
“The most extraordinary thing about a really good teacher is that he or she 

 transcends accepted educational methods.” 
Margaret Mead 

 

 

 

43.  Remember they’re still kids  

 

Teens want us to see them as adults.  They feel they know enough to make the 

decisions in matters that concern them.  But to be effective teachers, we must 

recognize that they’re still kids inside.  We have to balance treating them in a 

mature manner, recognizing and honoring the adult qualities they exhibit while at 

the same time realizing that the little kid in them is always present. 

How to work with ‘the kid’ inside?  As mentioned previously, bring fun into the 

classroom as often as possible.  Bring in some of the elements that middle and 

elementary teachers bring to class – stickers, games, a treat on a special day.  They 

may protest that they’re too old for these things but they are surprisingly happy to 

see them. 
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High school kids are not that far removed from their middle school teamwork days 

and often miss the field trips, adventures, and activities they had there.  I’ve never 

regretted bringing in a fun activity or a kid friendly prop to engage and delight my 

students.  

Keep the little kid in them alive.  They will be grateful for the consideration and 

insight you show them.   

 

“If people did not do silly things, nothing intelligent would ever get done.” 
Aaron Bacall 

 

 

 

44.  Be real.   
(Kids know when we’re putting on an act.) 

 
I believe that the reason that so many teens felt connected to me was because I was 

the same person in class that I was in my regular life.  Kids knew in a very short 

time that the person they saw each day was real and approachable. 

What does that mean exactly?  If I was enthusiastic about something, they knew it.  

If something was going on in the world, we talked about it.  If the students wanted 

to know something that wasn’t too personal, I shared that information. 

One particular situation comes to mind.  I had been working on fighting bullying in 

my state by co-chairing an Anti-Bullying Summit where all interested parties could 

gather and brainstorm solutions.  Because of this work and the success of my 

Strategies for Success program, I was nominated as a ‘hero’ to the Oprah Winfrey 

show.  Oprah had been a role model of mine for years and my students all knew 

over the years how much I wanted to meet her…or to actually be on the show.  At 

the time I got the news that I had been invited to be at her show, I was doing a 

Strategies for Success seminar series for a group of 8th graders at a local middle 

school.  In the week between being invited and actually going, I was beaming and 

couldn’t hide it from the kids.  How could I not share?  Now they were part of the 

http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
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journey and they were excited for me.  I even got to include it as part of the lesson 

on goal setting. 

When I got back from Chicago, I had even more news.  The show I was at was one 

of the most popular – Oprah’s Favorite Things, her last one.  I was so lucky, so 

excited.  I had to share the details with the kids.  To keep them out of the loop of 

what had happened would have seemed rude and would have put a barrier between 

us.  It also made the perfect segue into the concept of gratitude.   

As teachers we have to keep in mind that while we’re being ‘real’ and sharing, we 

also have to keep respectful boundaries and we must not allow ourselves to be 

expertly guided off track too often or for very long because, of course, we must 

fulfill our obligations in terms of teaching our content.  But, while keeping those 

guidelines in mind, we still have plenty of room to be our real selves. 

Kids are innately curious about these adults with whom they spend long periods of 

time.  They want to know that we teachers are multi-dimensional and have lives 

besides the math, history, English or science we teach.  Sharing a bit about 

ourselves satisfies the curiosity that kids have about us, allowing them to focus 

back on what we’re trying to teach them. 

        

“I teach with my heart and soul and not with my mouth alone.” 
Jaime Escalante 

 

 

 

45.  Keep up with technology 

 

Teachers undoubtedly have a very heavy work load.  The last thing we want to 

have to do is learn about the latest technology, especially if we’re techno-phobes.  

Yet our students are embracing the newest gadgets as soon as they emerge onto the 

market.  They creatively find ways to enhance their classroom experience with 

these digital delights and not always in a positive manner. 
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For example, what was designed as a simple graphing calculator years ago, which 

students often shared, became an early means of texting and passing answers.  Cell 

phones, which became omnipresent, especially in a post 9/11 time, were designed 

for communication certainly, but not to the level they have been used in the 

classroom.  They have become a real horror show for the classroom teacher. Most 

schools forbid them in the classroom.  That means you have to enact a plan on how 

you’re going to handle seeing them in class.  If you’re not careful, you could spend 

a good percentage of your time chasing cell phones down and dealing with all the 

inherent discipline problems that arise from kids who don’t want to give them to 

you. 

I found that what worked best for me was telling kids the school rule of no phones 

in class.  I shared with them that successful people realize that rules were created 

for the betterment of all parties involved.  I told them that I recognized 

that many had phones on them at their parents’ requests and that the 

best way to honor their parents’ wishes and those of the school was to 

make sure the phones were off and not visible.  Having a reasonable 

discussion with them made the problem pretty much nonexistent in the classroom.   

Occasionally, a phone would ring.  Because of our agreement, the student often 

looked embarrassed rather than defiant.  I downplayed the situation and usually 

just reminded them to shut it off and put it away, which they hurriedly did.  I didn’t 

make a big scene because everyone makes mistakes.  They even happen at the big 

business seminars.  They ask everyone to turn off their phones but every now and 

then one will go off, even though participants know that there is a price attached 

($5 for the first offense, $20 for the second!)   

A teacher who isn’t aware of all that cell phones are capable of would be blind to 

the disturbances such a gadget can cause.  Currently students can use the camera to 

photograph other students, the teacher, or the answers to a test.  Students can text 

answers to each other, as well as bully each other, while sitting in the same 

classroom.  And teachers have now found themselves unwillingly featured on 

YouTube!  I seldom lost my temper in twenty-eight years of teaching but I surely 

would have hated to see my less than perfect moment on the internet for all to see! 
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Teachers must at least be aware of the kinds of gadgets out there.  Then we have to 

proactively think like a teen to prevent situations before they arise. 

 

“Do not worry about your difficulties in mathematics.  

I can assure you that mine are still greater.” 
Albert Einstein 

 

 

 

46.  Attend as many school functions as you can 

 

Students beam when they see us at the school play or at the game.  I know. As the 

Drama director for my school, there was always a buzz when the cast and crew 

knew that a teacher of theirs was in the audience.  I also know it’s 

impossible to attend everything – every sporting event, every 

concert, every art show.  But if we can make at least one of each per 

semester, we will have demonstrated to the students that we care 

about them as people, not just students.  And students who know we care about 

them are more willing to do the things we ask of them on a daily basis. 

There is such a look of pride on the faces of the students when we see them in 

school on the day after going to one of their events.  They can barely contain 

themselves with excitement.   Just a passing comment in the hall, “I really enjoyed 

the show yesterday,” or “Great shot in the basketball game!” will leapfrog us in 

terms of the time required to create a bond with not only that student but the rest of 

the class. 

There are two other great reasons to go to these events.  First is that we will truly 

enjoy seeing our students in a different light, literally seeing them shine in their 

venue rather than in ours.  Second, knowing their interests offers us a way to teach 

them in a more meaningful way.  Suppose we are giving extra help to a student 

who is having trouble understanding our subject.  If we can create a link that 

relates to an interest of theirs, they’ll be more able to make the leap in 

understanding.  
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I taught Geometry, which was a frustrating challenge to many students.  When I’d 

find a student who liked baseball, I could talk about the shape of the diamond or 

why it was quicker to throw the ball from one position versus another.  With a 

theatrically minded student I might talk about lighting angles or the angle at which 

you place your feet so that most of the audience can see your face.  Knowing their 

interests and passions gives us a way to let them know how our subject exists in 

their world. 

Kids love when we mention their achievements or things they’re involved with 

outside of class.  A caveat though:  we must be careful not to announce 

information about a student during the class.  Many are shy about their 

achievements or involvements and would prefer to stay under the radar.  I would 

always err on the side of caution in this area because embarrassing a teen in class 

can create a barrier between the teacher and student that will take time to repair.  

Also, the rest of the students will feel that we’ve crossed a line and will be wary 

about trusting us.  Some don’t want attention drawn to them at all and will 

withdraw a bit wondering if they’re the next to be singled out. 

There is an exception to this tip.  In almost every classroom are the students who 

want nothing more than the attention of everyone in listening range.  That student 

may relish the congratulations on a great game, or the role in the school play, or 

the charitable contribution.  As the year progresses and we get to know the students 

better, we will be able to determine which ones need the spotlight and which need 

more subdued kudos.  The most important thing is to let them know we recognize 

what they’ve accomplished. 

So have fun!  Watch that musical or debate.  Go to a football game or a concert.  

And watch your classroom change! 

 

“People don’t care how much you know until they know how much you care.”   

John C. Maxwell 
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47.  Let kids help  
(They like being part of the process) 

 

Being a first-born independent type, I’ve never been someone who asks for help, 

including of my students.  I always did everything myself.  But I was wrong in 

doing so in the classroom.  Having students help was very important. 

May 15 was the day I came back to school after the death of my very good friend 

and business partner at a flight school we owned.  It was obvious to the classes 

how devastated I was.  I had to summon up the wherewithal to teach five classes 

all while trying to cope with the incredible loss and the daunting specter of running 

a flight school by myself while teaching full time. 

What amazed me that day was the way two of my most difficult students that year 

(you know, we all have those challenging students!) stepped up to offer comfort 

and support.  The one who had been particularly difficult all year stopped to see 

me between all her classes that day to see how I was managing.  The other offered 

to help carry my books. I let him. 

Their behavior in class changed from that day forward because I got to see them in 

a new way.  They also got to show the rest of the class that there was more to them 

than just inappropriate behavior.   

They helped me that day more than they realized.  I’ve never forgotten the lesson 

they taught me that day.  By not allowing others to help, I was denying them the 

opportunity to give back, a very rewarding experience. 

After that day, I gradually began to let students help in a variety of ways, even if I 

actually didn’t need the help.  They wanted to help.  It wasn’t about what I needed.  

Like everything else in the classroom, it is, and always will be, what our students 

need. 

 
“The importance and needs for rich sensory and hands-on learning continues throughout our 

lives.  However, many of our educational practices derive from the unexamined assumption that 

people will learn best if given lots of information in either lecture or two dimensional form.  
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 We have only to look at the glazed eyes and vacant stares of students in a lecture hall or 

classroom to know that this is a belief that needs to be abandoned.” 

 

Carla Hannaford, PhD author of “Smart Moves: Why Learning is Not All in Your Head” 

 

 

 

48.  Don’t put students on the spot  
 

Remember that terrible Algebra II teacher that I mentioned earlier?  He chose to 

teach by intimidation.  His favorite phrase was, “…and the lights are lit!” referring 

to how obviously stupid we all were.  His favorite strategy was to send one student 

to the board and bellow at them while they worked on the math problem he had 

given them.  Most burst into tears including the biggest and bravest football heroes.  

It was hard not to, under his bullying verbal attacks. 

You may be wondering why we accepted that abuse.  This was before YouTube, in 

a time when parents would support the teacher in a difference between their child 

and the teacher (except for my mother who remembered him after being in his 

class years before).  We couldn’t complain to the department chair.  He was that 

person.  We were trapped in that class and put on the spot each day.  Did I learn 

Algebra?  I did – out of fear. 

When did it become okay to put kids on the spot like that?  Or in any manner?   

What’s to be gained by embarrassing them?  So we catch them not paying 

attention.  So what?  How often have we been guilty of the same thing at a boring 

educational meeting?  How would we like to have attention focused on us for a bit 

of day dreaming?  We’d be horrified, embarrassed, insulted and for what?  For 

being human. 

What part did we play in helping that students’ mind to wander?  Can’t we find 

another way to keep their attention besides calling on them when we know they 

don’t know the answer?  We may wonder why kids don’t like school when, in 

reality, we may cause many of their problems with our own strategies. 

http://www.amazon.com/Smart-Moves-Learning-Your-Head/dp/0915556278/sr=1-1/qid=1159837439/ref=pd_bbs_1?ie=UTF8
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I don’t remember being taught to put students on the spot in my training to be a 

teacher.  Did I learn it from my own teachers?  Did I copy it from movies? Are we 

perpetuating a process that may have worked at some distant time but is clearly not 

productive today? Are we just doing it because that’s the way it’s always been 

done? 

It reminds me of a story I heard about a woman cooking a ham for a holiday 

dinner.  Her mother was in the kitchen and reminded her to cut off the ends of the 

ham before baking it.  The woman who had seen her mother follow this process for 

years asked her for the rationale for removing the ends of the ham.  Her mother 

said that was the way her mother had always done it.  Since it 

seemed so wasteful, the woman decided to track down the 

history of this illogical ham preparation method.  She checked 

with her grandmother who had the same response as her 

mother. Then she contacted her great grandmother who was 

still alive and aware at the ripe old age of 97.  Her answer?  

To make the ham fit in the pan she always cooked it in!  What?  All those years of 

wasted ham because the women in the family thought this was just the way it was 

always done. 

I like the way the late Dr. Laurence Martel handled wrong answers.  I was lucky to 

have trained with him personally at a major leadership seminar where he had been 

brought in to work with teachers while the students worked together.  Here’s an 

example of his method: 

 Teacher:    What’s the capital of California? 

 Student:    San Francisco 

 Teacher:    That’s the answer to the next question. Who knows the next  

                                question? 

What a brilliant way to engage and respect students!  Now the whole class is 

thinking of a question that has ‘San Francisco’ as the answer instead of focusing on 

a student with the ‘wrong’ answer.  A wonderful stress-free response! 

So many people in the business community lambaste school as the only time when 

you’re punished for being wrong.  Being wrong is actually a starting point for 
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change and a potential new way of looking at a situation.  We need less criticism 

for being wrong and more encouragement for not giving up. 

We’ve wasted years in which we could have created better strategies for our 

students to pay attention.  I have seldom put kids on the spot, but looking back I 

wish I had never done it at all!  I think it’s time we declare a moratorium right now 

on putting kids on the spot…at their desk...on the board…anywhere!  Are you on 

board? 

 

“Most teachers waste their time by asking questions which are intended to discover what a pupil 

does not know whereas the true art of questioning has for its purpose  

to discover what the pupil knows or is capable of knowing.” 
Albert Einstein 

 

 

 

49.  Keep moving  

 

You can’t hit a moving target.  By moving around, no student can hit you with a 

spitball!  But that’s not the intent here. Students experience a myriad of teaching 

styles during a typical day.  One of the most challenging for them is the teacher 

that stays in the same place pretty much during the entire class.  Some teachers sit 

at their desk the whole period.  Some stand at a lectern.  With kids who are used to 

music videos on their cell phones, concerts and sporting events with special effects 

that outshine Broadway plays, and a highly interactive internet, we have to do our 

best to keep their attention. 

If we move as we teach, we give kids another reason to pay attention.  We can 

walk the aisles between them; sit on the desk if we want to slow the pace.  We just 

need to vary what we do.  Some of the best speakers I’ve seen have been very 

mobile.  Some run around the stage with energy and excitement.  That style 

doesn’t suit every teacher, to be sure, but if it fits your personality, go for it. 

Surprise the kids with your energy. 
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It’s okay to slow the pace too.  At one of the seminars I attended the speaker was a 

very well known, high energy motivational speaker.  At certain 

points during the three day event, he pulled up a bar stool height 

chair and sat facing the audience.  I never really thought much about 

it.  A few years later, I became a crew member for his company 

whose function it was to make the best possible experience for the 

participants.  We were told the reasoning behind some of the things we observed.  

The reason the speaker sat on the chair was to allow the kinesthetic members of the 

audience to get a peaceful reprieve from the high energy style that the visual 

people loved.  The auditory people were enjoying the music that was an integral 

part of the event but the deep feeling, more emotional types would have been 

exhausted if he hadn’t sat down and slowed down the pace. 

Varying our style can help us respond to a greater variety of learning styles and in 

the process make our students feel more comfortable. 

 

"I had, out of my sixty teachers, a scant half dozen  

who couldn't have been supplanted by phonographs." 
Don Herold 

 

 

 

50. Bring props to use while teaching 

 

I like the unexpected.  I know that’s not necessarily true for everyone, but I find 

that most students really like positive surprises in their daily class routine.  Pulling 

out a prop every now and then can be a pleasant break in the routine flow of class.  

I often kept a few things stashed away in my desk that I could use to pep up the 

tone of the class and wake up and invigorate any sleepyheads.  Anything that 

activates student’s physiology to be more active – activities, laughing – changes 

the way that student feels physically.  And done right, that feeling can last long 

enough to propel that student to the end of a class.  This is an especially important 

point for longer classes which are often part of a school’s block schedule. 
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Here are a few of my favorite props: 

 A pair of sunglasses that spell out the word ‘COOL’ 

 A koosh ball – great for using in class as a way to determine who has the 

floor to speak based on the talking stick in American Indian tradition (All 

throwing must be done underhand and all activities follow the “Safety First” 

rule.  In fact, students must all audibly answer the “Safety First” mantra 

before all activities commence.) 

 A paddle sign that says ‘Quiet Please’ from a time when I volunteered as a 

martial at a charity golf event 

 A hula hoop – great for team building activities 

Props provide levity, uncertainty, and are often the perfect ingredient for lightening 

up a heavy lesson.  Of course, they can be incredibly useful for demonstrating the 

content of the lesson being taught.  The visuals in your class will be ecstatic.  The 

kinesthetics will, of course, want to try them out.  But bottom line, everyone feels 

just a little bit lighter. And that’s always a good thing in creating an optimistic 

classroom! 

 

“When you wish to instruct, be brief; that men’s minds take in quickly what you say, learn its 

lesson, and retain it faithfully.  Every word that is unnecessary only pours  

over the side of the brimming mind.” 

Cicero 

 

 

 

51.  Occasionally bring food, if possible 

 
Food is a unit of currency in the classroom.  It can be used as a motivational tool, a 

reward or sometimes as much needed nutrition.  Growing teens are pretty much 

always hungry – a fact that often interferes with their ability to focus and learn in 

class. 
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Since most high schools start at around 7:00 am, night-owl teens are up extremely 

early, not their best time of day.  Many are either not hungry for breakfast before 

they leave home or they don’t have sufficient time to eat.  By 10:00 am, their 

stomachs are growling and they can hardly focus. 

I often had snacks in my desk drawer or closet, usually left over 

from some class project or club I was advising.  One year, I let 

students buy the snacks with the profits going to whatever charity 

or organization we chose.  Other times I brought in leftover candy 

from holidays.  Sometimes I had bags of hard candy in the drawer 

that helped provide a small mid-morning lift.  For some students, it 

was just what they needed to focus a little bit longer, to stave off the exhaustion 

that they were feeling. 

I seldom stopped students from discreetly popping a small food item in their 

mouths.  I knew how they felt.  I was often hungry too.  They knew I had seen 

them eating a small treat and they knew I was okay with it if it was done as 

inconspicuously as possible.  They knew that they should be considerate of fellow 

classmates, but I never did the traditional “Do you have enough for everyone in the 

room?” line.  Why embarrass them when all they’re trying to do is grab some 

quick sustenance?  I did object if they pulled out sandwiches or any other major 

meals though which they occasionally tried to do. 

There was one situation where food saved the class.  It was during my second year 

of teaching my Strategies for Success program.  I had been asked to teach the 

material to a group of ninth graders who had been placed in another facility twenty 

minutes away from the high school.  These students supposedly were there for 

learning issues and not discipline problems although to this day I wonder how true 

that was.  Despite my twenty-six years of experience, this was the most 

challenging class I ever had.  Because I had to commute from the high school, I 

was only able to teach the class at lunch (the high school had a two hour lunch 

block so I could teach them for forty minutes, drive both ways and get lunch time 

for myself) or at the end of the day.  Needless to say, these are not prime learning 

times with students in general but they are exceptionally difficult for challenging 

students.  

http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
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To be fair, these seventeen kids were together all day in a very old building that 

was not particularly conducive to learning.  They didn’t have the best supplies.  

They didn’t get to mingle with other students of all types and abilities.  They didn’t 

get to go to a cafeteria for a hot lunch but instead ate the food that was delivered to 

their classrooms which was often cold and unappetizing. 

So I was brought in to teach them the strategies that had been so successful the 

previous year with my mixed classes back at the high school.  In those classes, I 

was able to explain the strategies while mixing in activities and projects.  In this 

class, it was impossible to hold their attention for even five minutes.   

These students were so difficult that they were split up during the rest of the day 

into two separate classes.  I was the only one that got all seventeen at once.  Now 

seventeen teens in a typical high school class would be considered an easy load but 

these seventeen were a different story.  They knew each other way too well and fed 

into each other’s weaknesses. They were totally self-absorbed and extremely 

immature for their age.  I couldn’t keep them after school because I wasn’t there.  

A very challenging situation indeed. 

I had never been in that situation before.  I didn’t know how I was going to reach 

them.  I finally reached back into a technique I had used when I taught all eighth 

grade classes. I made up a chart and rewarded them for the kinds of behaviors I 

wanted them to display.  I listed things like: 

 Minutes I had to wait to get the attention of the full class 

 Having a class where they listened to the full lesson (which I kept pretty 

short leaving them time to work on assignments) 

 Having a class with no discipline problems 

Every time they achieved the goal listed, a number was placed in the appropriate 

box for that date.  When they reached a specified number of points, they were 

rewarded with an appropriate movie – their favorite thing to do during class time.   

Academically, it was not the most ideal solution – to bribe them with a movie – but 

if it got them to earn points for almost a month to win the movie, if it allowed real 

time for them to learn, then the ends did justify the means. 
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Okay…this is in the section on food.  So where does the food strategy come in?  

Needless to say, this group of students was very hungry when I arrived to teach 

them for the lunch time class.  I wondered how they would respond to earning 

personal points for snacks.  I’d be willing to buy the snacks if it helped them focus 

and learn.  I checked with the principal on staff who approved my idea and then 

passed it by the students.  They loved it!  I began to go to the local wholesale store 

where I bought crackers, small bags of chips and snack bars.  I stayed away from 

candy and soft drinks for the sugar rush that might ensue.   

Here’s how it worked.  They would be awarded Douglas Chips (My tokens were 

made with a specially created notary public type stamp on strips of paper) for 

behavior each day.  I would determine how many they would receive that day 

based on whether they listened, treated others well, and whether they were quiet 

when I needed them to be.   They could accumulate the Douglas Chips for bonus 

points on a test or use them to buy food.  The most they could receive each day 

was five which was the going price for each food item.   

This system worked remarkably well.  The tally for the movie was for the class as 

a whole, but the Douglas chips and the ability to buy snacks was a personal goal 

that they could strive for each day.  Did it cost me a lot to do it?  Yes it did, but it 

was worth it because I was able to connect with this difficult group of students in a 

way I probably wouldn’t have been able to if I hadn’t found a way to recognize 

their hunger, treat them as individuals, and reward their appropriate behavior.  Not 

a bad deal in the long run because although they didn’t seem to learn as much as 

my other Strategies classes back at the high school, they did indeed learn enough 

to allow them to be better prepared for school and life than they would have been 

without this course.   

One final note about this group of students.  They came up to the high school the 

next year as tenth graders and many signed up for Strategies II!  I was shocked to 

find them enrolled because I often felt that they didn’t really seem to like 

Strategies I.  That was especially true of one student who clashed with me 

repeatedly.  He claimed in the 9th grade that I didn’t like him, that he hated the 

course and that he pretty much hoped he never saw me again after the year was 

over.  But there he was enrolled in Strategies II.  He was a new man now, a 

sophomore who had indeed learned the lessons and was ready to take them to the 
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next step.  He even assumed a leadership role in the motivational speaker event 

that the classes ran…amazing!   

(Note:  A remarkable experience on the day I am editing this page – I ran into this 

young man today!!  I haven’t seen him in at least four years.  He is a teller in the 

local credit union wearing a shirt and tie with the most impeccable manners.  He 

told me he remembered my Strategies and that his life was going well.  I couldn’t 

have been happier to see him…and more proud of all he has achieved.  He even 

said he liked that class back then in the ninth grade!  And this was a kid who 

actively seemed to hate everything!!) 

So food works.  Kids are hungry, and if we can find a way to not go broke and feed 

them randomly we can use food to help nourish their minds as well as their bellies. 

Note:  Food in class is now a bigger issue than it was previously. I recently tested 

my Strategies program on a group of 8th grade students at a local middle school.  

One lesson involved candy in the activity.  At the last minute, I asked the principal 

if it would be okay for me to give out candy.  Good thing I asked!  New rules 

required passing candy by the nurse to see if anyone in that class had any food 

allergies.  No one did, but it would have been terrible for an invited guest to set off 

an allergic reaction! 

 
“When positive emotions and joy are brought into the rational process, downshifting to the R-

complex part of the brain (the fight/flight part of the brain) does not take place.  The sullen, 

bored, and anxious students who seek to flee from school can become  

an obsolete experience in an enlightened school.”     

Dr. Laurence Martel 

 

 

 

52.  Keep a strategies area in the classroom where students 

can find solutions for common situations 
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I never did this formally but it evolved in my Strategies classroom.  Life for teens 

is fraught with crises that seem to erupt on a daily basis.  From new school policies 

they don’t agree with, to peer pressure issues, to bullying, to grades to 

relationships, our teens have problems that need addressing.  In my class, we often 

brainstormed solutions to the issues that faced teens both in and out of school.  

When we had solutions, we often posted them so that other classes could benefit 

from them.  

Not all classes lend themselves to problem solving teen issues on an obvious level, 

but there are ways to merge this tip into several core subjects. 

 English – through discussion of characters in the books students read 

 History – through discussion of how people in the past handled the 

challenges that faced them and what can be learned that applies to life today 

 Language – how people in other cultures handle issues 

 Math – how to use problem solving skills to solve current students’ 

problems  

Perhaps a few minutes could be put aside once a week where students could 

brainstorm solutions.  The time spent would be beneficial on many levels that 

mesh with the other tips in this book - students would connect with each other and 

the teacher, students would respect the fact that time was allowed for issues that 

matter to their lives now, and students would understand that problems can often 

be solved with the combined talents of a group, to name a few.   

 
“I like a teacher who gives you something to take home to think about besides homework” 

 Lily Tomlin as "Edith Ann" 

 

 

 

53.  Don’t over load with homework 

 

http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
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Have you noticed that parents have a different take on homework than just a few 

decades ago?  Back then, most parents supported the educational 

endeavors of teachers without question.  Parents then wanted 

their children to have a fairly hefty amount of homework each 

night because they saw homework as a key to a successful 

future.  

Now, some parents take offense at homework because it interferes with their 

schedule of taking their children to all their activities.  Some of these parents 

would rather not be bothered with overseeing their children’s homework routine 

and tell teachers that they give too much work.  Not that this mindset should direct 

what we give for homework but we should be aware at least that some parents 

think this way. 

Times have changed. When we assign homework, we ought to consider the entire 

scope of what students are assigned each day, recognizing that they now have 

many responsibilities.  To be fair, students in the early part of the twentieth century 

had many chores to contend with besides school, but times were different then, as 

was the attitude toward education.   

New theories about homework apply here.  Daniel Pink, in his book Drive: The 

Surprising Truth about What Motivates Us, devotes a whole section of his tool kit 

to addressing this issue.  He directly addresses teachers asking them to go through 

this process before assigning homework: 

 Am I offering autonomy over how and when to do this work?  (Strategies 

for Success allowed for that.) 

 Does this assignment promote mastery by offering a novel, engaging task 

(As opposed to constant rote reformulation of something already covered in 

class)?  

 Do my students understand the purpose of this assignment?  That is, can 

they see how doing this additional activity at home contributes to the larger 

enterprise in which the class is engaged?   

http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
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The best strategy is, of course, to give students enough work to reinforce the lesson 

taught while helping the student to grow and master the subject.  Time and 

experience will help us determine just what that ideal level is. 

We have to be careful not to give busy work.  Here is another tip that I would have 

to say, “Do as I say, not as I did.”  I have been guilty of assigning work that I 

would now classify as busy work.  Sometimes it was to fill the rest of the class 

period knowing that if I tried to teach more content, some, or most, of the students 

would be overwhelmed and unable to handle additional math techniques. I’m sure, 

at times, I assigned more homework than I probably needed to.  

The main busy work assignments were for days when I could not be in class either 

due to illness, school meetings, or field trips. Teachers, of course, have to leave 

work for the students to do in our absence but it most often falls into the category 

of busy work because it has to be something that students can do on their own. 

Some assignments that students might interpret as busy work are often quite 

important and meaningful.  As much as some of my students classified the five 

minutes of journal writing I had them do at the end of each class as busy work, I 

never omitted it from future classes because I saw the value in the activity as many 

of them ultimately did. 

Only we can decide whether what we’re assigning is actually a valuable use of our 

students’ time.  We mustn’t assign more than is needed, more than is meaningful.  

By doing so, it will again let our students know that we value their time and 

commitments just as we wish others would do for us. 

On the other hand, don’t give too little outside work as it won’t prepare them for 

college and life. It’s a tricky situation because we don’t want to overwhelm our 

students, but we also want to prepare them for a life past high school.   

So many students have come back wishing they had been better prepared for 

college.  Even a friend recently told me that her very bright son (He really is – I 

tutored him in Advanced Math several years ago so he could score in the high ‘A’ 

range) is having trouble concentrating in big lectures or studying with roommates 

around.  He was used to the quiet of being an only child.  He was a quick learner at 
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the high school level and never really learned study habits or how to handle a 

heavy school workload. 

So where is the balance?  Perhaps the best way to handle this dilemma is to share 

the situation with students.  Let them know that you are not trying to give them 

busy work or to overwhelm them but to prepare them for what you know is a very 

complex and demanding world.   

 

"What we want is to see the child in pursuit of knowledge,  

and not knowledge in pursuit of the child." 
George Bernard Shaw 

 

 

 

54.  Be careful not to accidentally belittle their parents 

 

As I was teaching the Strategies class, I was sharing life lessons such as it’s 

probably not the greatest idea to get married before the age of twenty-one, or that 

having children too young is not the ideal situation for most.  I had to be careful 

how I worded what I said since often these teens were the children of parents who 

had indeed married quite young or who had them before getting married.  I didn’t 

want to unintentionally put their parents down.  

The same situation can apply to many areas of conversation.  I think it benefits our 

mission as teachers to create positive relationships with students and their families.  

If we inadvertently insult their families and these stories are passed along to the 

parents, we create unnecessary boundaries.   

 
“Kind words can be short and easy to speak, but their echoes are endless.” 

Mother Teresa 

 

 

 

http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
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55. Get to school a bit early each day so kids can find you.   

Stay a little bit each day for kids who have no place to go. 

 
This is an important tip, but I have to be honest and admit that it is not one that I 

frequently followed, at least the first part.  I’m not at my best in the 

morning, and despite getting up for school a full ninety minutes 

before I was scheduled to leave, I seldom made it to school early.  

As soon as I’d get into school, I’d usually find several students 

waiting to get into my classroom, some who were in my homeroom 

and others who just wanted to talk. 

I wish I had been able to get in sooner because I think there are many students who 

are looking for a friendly face to start the day.  Having students around that early 

precludes getting any serious work done, but it is something that can really make a 

big difference.  If you can find the time, if you’re one of the people who functions 

well early, if you’re up for socialization prior to homeroom, then find a way to 

connect with those early bird students. 

I may not have been the ideal candidate for early conversations with students but I 

often stayed after school.  This was the ideal time for me to connect with students 

who needed extra help or who just wanted to talk.   I often had quite a few kids 

hanging out in my room both when I taught math and when I taught Strategies.   

Having a place for students to gather after school is very empowering and 

nurturing for all the students who come by.  One of the best parts is that students 

who often would never have crossed paths can meet and get to know each other in 

a non-threatening way.  They can listen to each other’s stories and break through 

boundaries that they may have previously thought existed between them and 

others.  It also establishes us as collaborators in creating a positive school climate. 

 
“One good teacher in a lifetime may sometimes change a delinquent into a solid citizen.” 

Phillip Wylie 

 

 

 

http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/


93 

 

Copyright © 2020           Horizon Enterprises    SuccessforLife101.com 

 

56.  Always act appropriately towards kids 

 

There have been several situations where teachers have grossly overstepped their 

boundaries and have acted inappropriately with their students.  We all know what 

proper behavior is, and we all know where the line is that should not be crossed.  .   

We’ve all chosen to enter a career that involves children, and we must 

continuously monitor what’s considered appropriate and inappropriate behavior so 

that we are never the cause of harm to a child.  There is no situation where we have 

the right to overstep the line of decency or appropriateness.  There is no excuse for 

acting in a way that is harmful to a student either physically or emotionally 

We have to be very careful in how we touch kids.  Generally speaking, we’re not 

supposed to touch them at all.  But that’s a hard thing to put into practice especially 

when so many of our students truly need a pat on the shoulder and probably a hug 

which we can’t give.  

I had one exception to the ‘no hug’ philosophy.  On the day after my business 

partner from my flight school died, I had several students who truly wanted to hug 

me because they saw that I was in deep grief.  I let them.  To have turned them 

away when they were offering such a kind gesture would have been off-putting and 

rude.  No harm came from this.  They hugged me in full view of the rest of the 

class who also knew that I was not in the best shape they’d ever seen me in.  

Common sense. 

When I began my Strategies program, I knew I wanted to add in the high-fives that 

I had seen done in so many of the adult motivational seminars I had attended.  I felt 

that the touching of hands with high-fives was no different than a hand shake 

which fell into the category of appropriate behavior.  So high-five we did every 

single day with no negative repercussions resulting from that act.  Common sense 

again. 

I occasionally used a student to demonstrate a certain activity in front of the 

classroom.  If I needed to touch the student in some way, I would always ask 

permission in front of the whole class.  We did a great trust activity called ‘Cars 

and Drivers’ where students put their hands on another student’s shoulders.  To 

http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
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demonstrate, I put my hands on a student’s shoulders after obtaining his/her 

permission.  I never experienced a problem with this by following the common 

sense and permission concepts. 

To this day, I would still put a hand on a student’s shoulder if needed to 

congratulate or to comfort.  I believe these are appropriate and even necessary 

actions to provide the human connection that students are seeking in their daily 

journey in school.  As long as we act properly, I think these actions are well within 

the rules of decency between teacher and student.  

Another factor in the area of social appropriateness is awareness of your school’s 

policy for working with kids alone.  Most schools have one.  Whether that work 

involves after school remedial time, preschool breakfast chats, or time advising a 

school activity, it is important to know what is expected of the teacher in terms of 

solo time with students and, of course, to follow those expectations. 

That includes inviting students into your car or to your home.  Once upon a time, a 

teacher could reach out to students by giving them a ride home from school if they 

missed the bus or invite them into their home for special events.  I remember in my 

mid years of teaching when I was advisor of the drama club, I not only gave kids 

rides home after rehearsals, I also took them to a variety of events including state 

drama festivals and annual theatre conferences.   

Since the school didn’t recognize that a drama club was a viable school activity 

(huh??), we had no funding.  We had to raise our own money for everything – 

leasing a play to perform, costumes, tickets, my small stipend.  We didn’t have 

money for transportation, so the only way to get students to be able to participate 

in these enriching events was for me to take them.  We piled into my car and off 

we went. 

At the holidays, we caroled for various charities and often met back at my house 

for hot chocolate.  And every year I’d invite the officers of the drama club to my 

home to make cookies for my classes while we made a spaghetti dinner for 

ourselves.  What great times we had!  How well we connected and shared 

ourselves with each other.  Some are now close friends all these years later.  I 

know that these students, who are now very successful adults, also have great 

memories of those times.   
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But get-togethers like this are no longer possible in this world we’re in where a 

very small percentage of teachers have gone inexplicably over-the-line and 

interacted in a very inappropriate way with students.  What a shame.  Now, 

teachers can’t even work with a student alone after school without worrying about 

negative consequences.  We must either have more than one student in the room or 

leave the door to the classroom open.   Bottom line is we must abide by the new 

rules or risk putting ourselves and our students in untenable situations. 

 

 
“Always do right; this will gratify some and astonish the rest.’   

Mark Twain 

 

 

 

57.  Be an advisor or coach if you have the time, or  

help someone who already is 

 

I loved being an advisor.  Being a math teacher, I was first recruited to be the 

advisor of the math team, a competitive activity that I had participated in as a high 

school student myself.  In my third year of teaching, I became the advisor of the 

sophomore class who had lost theirs from the previous year.  We ran fundraisers, 

held dances, built floats and did all sorts of other activities.  It was a lot of work 

and great fun.  I did it because I had been asked, not realizing the impact being an 

advisor would have on my life in the classroom.  

Students feel differently about teachers who give of their own time to help them 

out.  Even if they personally are not involved in the activity, they recognize those 

teachers who are.  They see those teachers as part of the ‘team’, someone who sees 

students as more than just recipients of their content information.  Because of that, 

students treat teachers who are advisors differently in the classroom.   

We adults are no different.  Someone who takes the time to be involved in 

activities we enjoy gets a little bit more attention from us.  Our brains are wired to 

respond to people who have similar interests or who show interest in us. 
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The class I advised had the financial resources to help out the ailing drama club.  

As well as providing financial support from my class, I also produced one of the 

drama club’s shows which connected me with the school’s drama students.  The 

following year, I chose to continue my connection with theatre and helped the new 

director who came on board.  Not only did I begin to connect with more students, I 

got to expand my knowledge of high school theatre and its place in the school 

community.   

My confidence in the classroom grew during these years of advisorship because 

they helped me to understand teens in a more thorough way than I ever could in the 

classroom with the intense curriculum that had to be followed.  It also gave me the 

confidence to step into the role of the drama director when the person I was 

helping got laid off.  Because I knew the students quite well, they felt comfortable 

encouraging me to step out of my comfort zone and become a first time director. 

One of the benefits of being an advisor is that you get to know students in a setting 

different from the classroom.  As I mentioned previously, being involved in an 

after school activity or a sport allows a teacher the chance to see a student in an 

area that they care about. Students who are shy or who feel disassociated in your 

classroom may shine in drama club or football.  So, not only do you get to see 

them in a new light, they get to see you as well, unburdened by the demands of the 

curriculum and the structure of the classroom. 

Being an advisor was personally one of the most fulfilling things I did as a teacher.  

Although separate from my subject matter, it helped bridge the natural gap 

between student and teacher and made what I did in the classroom significantly 

more effective than had I not chosen to advise.  I highly recommend this route for 

any teacher who has the time.  For those who have limited time, I recommend 

assisting someone who is an advisor or coach, if possible.  

 

“To the world you may be one person, but to one person you may be the world.” 
Origin Unknown 
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58.  Don’t allow yourself to respond harshly to kids 

 
I was always afraid that I would lose my temper in front of my students.  I had 

heard the stories of the teachers in my school that kicked the trash basket across the 

room in anger or the ones who threw chalk or other available projectiles. I had 

heard the teachers who bellowed at their classes in anger and frustration.  I had 

also been the recipient of the mean spirited behavior of a few of my teachers.   

I chose to not be any of those people.  I decided to be the person who didn’t speak 

harshly to students.  The world is challenging enough, especially today with all the 

negative media influences, bullying, and dysfunctional families.   Students don’t 

need another person speaking rudely to them.  I can count on my fingers the few 

times that I lost my temper in a classroom and that happened mostly in one class 

directed at one student who liked me after school and was rude and miserable 

towards me in class.  I felt myself saying something horrible to her and it was not a 

great feeling.  I know from her point of view, it was the attention she was looking 

for but to this day, I wish that I had not said anything harsh to her at all. 

Needless to say, that wasn’t my only challenging student or class, but having made 

the conscious decision to set the right tone for the class, it made how I responded 

to them easier.  Of course, we all have those days when we’re not feeling at our 

best and we can’t be expected to be perfect in the classroom.  But I truly believe 

that we don’t have the right to speak to these students who spend the year with us 

in a manner that we hopefully wouldn’t use with our families or friends.    

Our job has expanded considerably from just teaching our material.  We are often 

the only positive role model in our students’ lives.  We need to speak to them the 

way we would want them to speak to each other or to us. Sadly, for some, it might 

be the only kind word they hear all day. 

 
 

‘What you do speaks so loudly that I cannot hear what you say.” 
 Ralph Waldo Emerson 
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59.  Be the example of the behavior you want to see in kids 

 

This goes along with some of the information in the previous tips.  Whether we 

choose to be or not, we are role models to many of our students.  I can’t begin to 

say how many times students told me that I was their role model for how they 

wanted to live their lives – a huge compliment.   

Our students monitor us constantly, after all.  We are someone they see every day 

for a good part of a year.  They observe everything we do.  They know every hair 

that’s out of place, every pound we gain or lose, every outfit we’ve worn a few too 

many times.  If they see all that, they certainly don’t miss how we act. 

If we want them to speak to each other kindly, then we must speak that way to 

them.  If we want them to get things done on time, then we must do things on time 

for them.  If we want them to dress appropriately, then we too must dress that way.  

If they can’t eat in class, then we shouldn’t be eating in front of them.  I’ve heard 

some teachers say that they’re adults and should be able to do what that they want, 

that students have to earn their way up to being adults.  That’s true of some things 

like driving or voting, but as I mentioned before, I don’t agree that teachers should 

have obvious privileges in front of students that students themselves don’t have.  

I’m not speaking of situations like the right to talk to a fellow teacher in the hall or 

being able to make a phone call.  These are things that are inherent to the job.  I’m 

speaking of things I mentioned previously like grabbing a coat for a fire drill and 

not letting students do the same or telling students that they must be on time and 

being consistently late ourselves.  

Performing acts of kindness is one of the best lessons for students to model. Dr. 

Wayne Dyer explains in his book, The Power of Intention, that when an act of 

kindness is performed, the person who does the act feels good because the level of 

serotonin in the brain is raised.  Most people are aware of how good it feels to do a 

kind deed for someone else.  What he also shares is that the person who receives 

the kindness also has a spike in serotonin.  The same is true for all who witness the 



99 

 

Copyright © 2020           Horizon Enterprises    SuccessforLife101.com 

 

event.  Imagine the benefits to the class at large every time the teacher can weave 

an act of kindness into a classroom!  What a behavior to model! 

 
“Treat a man as he is and he will remain as he is. Treat a man as he can and should be and he 

will become as he can and should be.” 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 

 

 

 

60. Give back tests in a timely manner, but not necessarily 

immediately 

 

“Whadya get?”  I think that’s the most asked question in the classroom after the 

one that I used to title this book.  Kids want their tests back minutes after taking 

them so they can find out what they scored.  Then they ask everyone else how they 

did.  Students often have no interest in what they did right or wrong on the test.  

They just want to know their grade.  And the sooner the better!  

The concept of immediate gratification is most definitely in play here.  If I gave a 

test on Tuesday, they wanted it back on Wednesday. They had no concept of how 

long it might take to correct a full set of tests.  They also didn’t realize that I might 

also have given tests to a few of my other classes.  All they wanted was their grade. 

To combat that behavior (and to keep my sanity), I seldom gave tests back the next 

day.  Or the day after that.  I went over the test the next day so that they would 

learn how to do each problem.  If I had given them the tests back immediately, 

they would have only been concerned with the grade and not the content.  Without 

having the test in front of them, the students were a bit more responsive to learning 

how to do what was on the test.  Especially when I would tell them that one of the 

questions on that particular test would be on the next one! 

Were students thrilled that I didn’t given the tests back immediately?  No.  But, 

they quickly got used to my way of doing things and realized that I was going to 

find a way to get them to go over the material on the test before they were ever 

going to know ‘what they got!’ 
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“Education is the transmission of civilization.” 
Ariel and Will Durant 

 

 

 

61.  Let kids know how they’re doing on a regular basis,  

but not constantly 

 

What they’re learning and experiencing is more important than them knowing their 

grade - except to them.  They, like all humans, want to know how they rate 

compared to others and compared to their past performance.  We all need 

benchmarks to know how close we are to achieving the goals we set for ourselves.  

Students who have put the time in to study and to learn are no different. 

As mentioned in the previous tip, students usually want to know their grades much 

more than they want to know the material we’re teaching.   They have the right to 

know how they’re doing and we have the duty to inform them.  But not as often as 

they want to know.   

Students seem to think teachers can pull their averages out of thin air as they pass 

us in the hall.  Of course, they don’t realize that most high school teachers have 

over a hundred students each day and that it would be almost impossible to know 

everyone’s grade all the time.  I remember saying to a class one day that at the rate 

we were going with reporting averages every four weeks, that soon students would 

have a computer chip imbedded in them that would know their grades as soon as 

we input them!  Little did I know how close we were at that time to the invention 

of iParent and other computer software programs that parents can log on to at will 

to find their child’s grades.   

I chose to give out grades three times during the quarter with a printout from the 

grading software we were using at the time.  This gave them the opportunity to see 

what they were missing before the quarter grades went out.  It also generated 

conversation about a plan to make improvements, if necessary. This way, knowing 

their grades became a vehicle for: 
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 Not getting stressed when they saw report cards because they were only 

markers of where they were at a given moment in time and that grades 

change based on effort. 

 Learning how to politely speak to their teachers about their grades  

 Finding an appropriate time to speak to their teachers about their grades 

which was not the beginning of class or walking down the hall but by setting 

up an agreed upon time 

 Choosing to see that if the grade seemed wrong, there was no need to blame 

either the teacher or themselves.  Errors certainly could have been made but 

none were intentional.  Blame leads to unnecessary stress where learning 

what happens leads to solutions 

As idealistic as all those learning opportunities seem, I was pleased to see pretty 

much all my students agreed and understood once the distinctions were pointed 

out.  (Students are remarkably resilient and understanding when they know and 

comprehend why.) 

I made the decision to allow them to make up missing work.  I know there are 

many teachers who feel that if the work is not in on time, it shouldn’t count.  After 

all, the work world doesn’t allow make-ups…or does it?  As a business owner, I 

know my employees didn’t always get everything done on time.  Would I have 

liked it to be?  Yes.  Did I always get everything to them at the moment I promised 

it to them?  No, not always.  If they didn’t finish what I asked them to do on time, I 

still wanted it done.  

The lesson here is that life happens, and that we ought to have contingency plans 

for when things don’t go as planned.  Did I advise students to have a better plan? 

Absolutely!  I shared with them the fact that not everyone would give them this 

chance so that they better develop better habits or they will often pay the price for 

procrastination.  I also taught them strategies to get things done on time including 

motivational techniques. 

What we shouldn’t do is criticize or blame.  Neither action is positive or 

productive.  Mark Victor Hansen, co-author of the Chicken Soup for the Soul 

file:///C:/Users/Horizon%20Enterprises/Downloads/%3ca%20href=%22http:/www.amazon.com/gp/redirect.html%3fie=UTF8&location=http:/www.amazon.com/s%3furl=search-alias%253Dstripbooks&field-keywords=chicken+soup+for+the+soul&x=16&y=21&tag=horizoenterpi-20&linkCode=ur2&camp=1789&creativ
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series, says in his book, The One Minute Millionaire, which he co-authored with 

Robert G. Allen that we can either blame or learn.  Blame has all sorts of negative 

associations with it and does not put people in their most productive state of mind.  

Criticizing or blaming a student puts them on the defense and often into the 

flight/fight mode, which deprives them of good decision making, as the blood 

rushes from the head to the extremities.  Why criticize?  Why blame?  Why not 

motivate and support?  Besides, with the exception of a few assignments that must 

be done in a timely manner, what harm is there in them doing them later?  In 

reality, doing the assignments late acts as a review, which is certainly beneficial. 

Students in both my math and Strategies classes were very surprised with my 

method of handling grades.  By giving them a list and allowing them to work on 

missing assignments, they felt that I was in their corner and they usually completed 

most of what was missing.  It made a big difference in how they perceived the 

class, their place in it and their ability to grow, change, and learn.   

Was it a bit of extra work for me? Yes, it was.  It’s certainly easier to correct 

and/or record all the same assignments at once, but the rewards to this system were 

tremendous.  Students still got to experience deadlines because the school grading 

deadlines were fixed.  But, they also got a real life compassionate plan to help 

them improve in achieving their goals. 

 

“Too often we underestimate the power of a touch, a smile, a kind word, a listening ear, an 

honest compliment, or the smallest act of caring, all of which have 

 the potential to turn a life around.” 
Leo Buscaglia 

 

 

 

62.   Keep your political ideas out of the classroom 

 

Since the 2008 presidential election, which had more twists and turns and emotion 

than any election in recent history, people who have never been particularly 

interested in politics have become involved.  Americans are passionate about their 

file:///C:/Users/Horizon%20Enterprises/Downloads/%3ca%20href=%22http:/www.amazon.com/gp/redirect.html%3fie=UTF8&location=http:/www.amazon.com/One-Minute-Millionaire-Enlightened-Wealth/dp/0609609491%3fie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1223172477&sr=1-1&tag=horizoenterpi-20&linkCode=ur2&camp=1789&cr
http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
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candidates and debates rage in coffee shops and hair salons, airports and street 

corners.   

One place the discussion should not take place is the classroom.  We can, of 

course, discuss the election process as it relates to our subject matter – explaining 

differences in ideology between liberals and conservatives, the history of politics 

in our country, the validity of the polls, the math behind the statistics.  To not 

mention them would be contrary to a previous tip stating that our teaching should 

connect to the world at large. 

But we, as teachers, must remain impartial in our classroom discussions.  We must 

hold our position in the classroom to an extremely high standard.  We have 

children who are entrusted to us daily.  Many students look to us as leaders and as 

role models and can be easily swayed by what we say and do.  We do not have the 

right to impose our political beliefs on them.  Even the suggestion of that is 

inappropriate.   

I was never particularly political before the 2008 election so I never really 

discussed any favored candidate with my students.  If asked, I usually said I was an 

Independent and made my decisions on a case by case basis.  When asked after 

Election Day who I voted for, I would always say that who a person votes for is a 

private matter. 

I believe our political views must not be part of our classroom.  Campaign pins and 

political posters are inappropriate in school unless used in a balanced manner as 

part of a curriculum lesson.  Can we let our students know how important it is to be 

knowledgeable and involved in the political process?  Absolutely!  Can we have a 

bumper sticker on our cars or wear a pin on our jackets while at the local grocery 

store?  Of course.  But we must remember that these are not our children and we 

must not impose our political or religious beliefs on them. 

 

“How far you go in life depends on you being tender with the young, compassionate with the 

aged, sympathetic with the striving and tolerant of the weak and the strong.  

 Because someday in life you will have been all of these.”   
George Washington Carver 
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63.  Make sure you leave time to heal and refresh yourself or 

you’ll have no reserves left to help kids 

 

Teaching is one of the toughest jobs there is, and with added technology and new 

laws it’s tougher and more demanding than ever.  If we don’t have 

the ability to restore our energy on a regular basis, we will find 

ourselves sick and burnt out in a very short time.  Take it from me, 

as I am the classic case.  For most of my twenty-eight years in the 

classroom, I also either had an advisorship or an additional job.  I seldom left 

enough time to rest up and often found myself sick which did no one any good, 

especially me.   So what to do? 

Let me share a strategy I used with often stressed teens in my 

Strategies class.  I had them complete three index cards that 

they could keep in their purses, wallets, or backpacks should a 

stressful situation arise.  Here is what I asked them to write on 

each card: 

Card 1 – List ten items that make you laugh out loud (See the Appendix for the 

explanation for the top two items on my list – Dunkin’ Donuts and Gettysburg) 

Card 2 – List ten items that change your state of mind and are good for you.  For 

me this includes going to the ocean (or lake, or river, or canal…water!), music, or 

talking to certain people. 

Card 3 – List ten things you’re grateful for 

I highly recommend making the cards.  Keep them in your most stressful areas – 

the classroom, the car, wherever works best for you.  Pull out a card and read 

what’s on it whenever you need a boost.  These cards are one small step toward 

taking care of you, the classroom teacher. 
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If you can make some of those actions take place, that’s even better.  Just thinking 

of the ocean helps me, but going there is even better.  Lucky for me, I live near the 

bay in Rhode Island, so I can have my ocean fix pretty easily.   

What does it for you?  A monthly therapeutic massage?  A baseball game with 

your best friend?  Playing with your kids?  Find a way to squeeze activities that 

nourish and support you into your busy life as best you can and as often as you 

can.  They will refresh you as a person, which can’t help but affect your 

performance in the classroom.  You deserve it…and so do your students.  Enjoy! 

 
 

“Teaching was the hardest work I had ever done, and  

it remains the hardest work I’ve done to date.” 
Ann Richards 

 

 

 

64.  Subscribe to positive news 

 

There are many online sites that offer positive messages delivered directly to our 

email.  One option is to subscribe to my ‘Secrets of Success’ blog 

(www.SecretsofSuccessNewsletter.blogspot.com) and get a free 

positive weekly email.  This weekly message began as a 

newsletter for the teachers in my school in preparation for 

implementing the Strategies for Success leadership/success 

program I had created.  As a career math teacher, I felt that I needed to establish 

my proficiency in this new arena so that I would have a credible place in teaching 

the new course. 

I called the newsletter, ‘Secrets of Success’, because I felt that there were many 

strategies for creating a successful life that have been discovered but that were 

unknown to most of us.  These simple to understand techniques really do have the 

ability to alter our lives in a positive direction and deserved to be shared.  Plus 

‘Secrets of Success’ abbreviated to ‘SOS’, the symbol for ‘Help’ in many cultures, 

http://www.secretsofsuccessnewsletter.blogspot.com/
http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
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which was my ultimate goal in creating my new program for my high school – to 

help teens. 

The  newsletter was my way of letting the school know that I had been studying 

what makes people successful for over ten years through reading, CD’s, and at 

seminars with some of the most well-known and successful people in the world. 

While that certainly didn’t make me the authority on success, it certainly put me in 

a teachable position.  In addition, I thought that the strategies and tips I had learned 

would be as beneficial to my fellow teachers as they had been for me and would 

help them create more successful classrooms and personal lives. 

There are certainly plenty of other positive web sites available, including one that I 

subscribe to called The Happy Guy (www.thehappyguy.com).   He sends a daily 

message that helps focus thoughts on a more optimistic way of looking at the 

world, something that would certainly benefit a teacher who influences so many 

students daily.   

Here are a few other sites: 

 Motivation for Your Achievement and Success  

 Insight of the Day  

 Success  Tip of the Day 

 Free Positive Thought Service  

 

 

 

“Housework is a breeze.  Cooking is a pleasant diversion.   

Putting up a retaining wall is a lark. But teaching is like climbing a mountain.” 

Fawn M. Brodie 

 

 

 

http://hop.clickbank.net/?happynews/happysite
http://www.getmotivation.com/
http://www.insightoftheday.com/default.asp?affid=852019
http://www.insightoftheday.com/default.asp?affid=852019
http://www.successtipoftheday.com/
http://www.successtipoftheday.com/
http://free-positive-thought.com/
http://free-positive-thought.com/
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65.  Use quotes to inspire and motivate 

 
I believe in the power of words.  I never know what sentence, what quote, or what 

article will immediately change how I feel at a particular moment in time.  I 

subscribe to a variety of positive, motivational newsletters which I read on a 

regular basis to inspire and propel me to, as Oprah Winfrey says, ‘Live my best 

life’.  I have been collecting quotes for years and often use them to help convey a 

message.  By now you have, of course, noted that I scattered quotes throughout this 

book to inspire you and support my observations.   

Quotes are a great way to open student’s eyes and minds to the wisdom of 

scientists and poets, visionaries and heroes.  Teens are inundated in their daily lives 

with negative messages from media and peers. The positive 

messages provide a welcome and much needed change. I used a 

quote a day in my Strategies for Successclasses, asking students to 

comment on what they thought the quote meant and how they thought it related to 

them.  This practice of commenting on quotes, initially regarded as mere 

homework, became one of the guiding principles of the class and one most eagerly 

anticipated.   

Whatever subject we teach, there are words available in abundance to inspire and 

educate our students.   

Here are a few great sites: 

 The Quotations Page  

 Good quotations by famous people  

 Education Quotes  

 

Be sure to check your smart phone and tablet for apps with quotes as well. 

 

“What was the duty of the teacher if not to inspire?” 
Bharati Mukherjee 

http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
http://www.quotationspage.com/
http://www.cs.virginia.edu/~robins/quotes.html
http://www.cs.virginia.edu/~robins/quotes.html
http://www.great-inspirational-quotes.com/education-quotes.html
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66.  Share yourself with them 

 

Kids love to get off topic, to be sure, but they especially like to find out about us.  

We’re mysteries to them.  They listen to us daily, watch our every move, know 

every hair that’s in a different place than it was the day before.  But most are 

immensely curious about our lives and what makes us tick.   

If you’re comfortable with sharing, tell your students a little about yourself as you 

go through the year with them.  As mentioned previously, help them see you as the 

real person you are and not a cardboard cutout of a teacher.  Only you can decide 

what you feel like sharing – your marital status, how many kids you have, how 

many siblings you have, places you’ve lived or traveled to, courses you’ve taken, 

hobbies you love.   

There are usually ways to weave in information about yourself that relates to the 

topic you’re teaching.  When teaching geometry I often talked about great 

architecture I had seen on my travels, including amusement park rides, which are, 

of course, of great interest to kids.    Almost any subject offers the opportunity to 

discuss topics that relate to our lives.  Connection is built partly on this sharing of 

our lives and is one of the cornerstones of being a successful twenty-first century 

classroom teacher as we teach a generation of students who are very connection 

oriented. 

 
“One looks back with appreciation to the brilliant teachers, but with gratitude to those who 

touched our human feelings.” 
Carl Jung 
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67.  Learn strategies that work for others and  

share them with your students 

 

I learned many of the strategies that I shared with students in self-help books and 

in motivational seminars that are offered to business people, as well as the general 

public.  I was not aware of most of them in my early years of teaching, and I wish I 

had been.  I learned strategies to motivate, strategies to learn, strategies to control 

my attitude - all very beneficial to me as a teacher and certainly useful to students.   

What kind of strategies?  I read the book, 101 Ways to Motivate Yourself, by Steve 

Chandler and discovered many ways to get myself working when I’d rather be 

doing something else (like writing this book today!).  In the classroom I would 

share with students that fact that I too had trouble getting myself to do all the 

things that are required of an adult, but that I had a collection of strategies that I 

could fall back on when I needed help.   

Today I am using several strategies from T. Harv Eker, the author of the New York 

Times bestselling book Secrets of the Millionaire Mind.  Here are the tips he 

shared in a newsletter I received from him that might help you and better still, help 

your students: 

 The number one reason people don’t succeed is that they don’t complete 

what they start (I am 75% done with this book on this date.  I want this book 

to help teachers have successful classrooms and if I don’t write today, if I 

don’t complete this book, then I will not be able to share all that I learned in 

twenty-eight years in the classroom, methods my students feel really 

worked) 

 We need to keep the agreements we make with ourselves.  That’s integrity.  

We train our brain to succeed by following through on what we agreed on.  

Not writing, not finishing this book, not marketing it will train my brain that 

I failed.  Not great for self-esteem. 

 Not being in the mood is no excuse for not doing what we said we were 

going to do.  He tells the students in one of his seminars to say out loud, “I 

http://www.millionairemind.com/a/?wid=287143&page=/preview/preview
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act in spite of my moods.  My moods don’t control me.”  If our mind is 

telling us that we don’t want to do this, tell it, “Thank you for sharing, but I 

promised myself that I would write all day today and I will.” 

There are many more of these strategies in the books and seminars of some of the 

most motivational people we are fortunate to have in our midst.  My plan is to 

continue to seek them out and share what I’ve learned. 

Bottom line is to continue to seek out strategies that will not only help us but also 

help our students.  There is a world of information available that we most likely 

never learned in our training to be a teacher.  When we open our minds to the 

possibilities, the rewards are remarkable. 

Note:  If you would like to have a course in your school where students learn these 

techniques on a daily basis, please check into the extremely well received, award-

winning Strategies for Success program.  Because of the success students achieved, 

I was named Teacher of Year for the school and district, Distinguished Educator 

Award, National Finalist for the Cable in the Classroom Leaders in Learning in 

2007, recipient of Special Congressional Recognition by the United States Senate.  

I also received the 2012 Jefferson Award for Public Service and the 2012 Alumni 

Service Award from my college. The web site is www.Strategiesfor 

SuccessProgram.com  

 

“It is the responsibility of every adult... to make sure that children hear what we have learned 

from the lessons of life and to hear over and over that we love them and that they are not alone.” 
Marian Wright Edelman 

 

 

 

68.  Model how important it is to keep learning by sharing 

something you are currently learning 

 

Students often feel that they will be done learning once they’re finished school.  

Their opinion of learning is colored by their experiences in school, and they often 

http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
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can’t wait to leave the daily lessons.  But if we, as teachers, can show that learning 

truly is life-long and often exciting, then we can model a different viewpoint.  

I found that sharing my non-school related learning with students really opened 

their eyes to the kind of future they might have where learning is exciting and 

worth pursuing.  When I was studying to be a private pilot, I chose to take my 

students along for the ‘ride’.  I told them the test had 3 parts – written, which I had 

already passed, the flight test, which would actually be in the plane similar to a 

driving test, and an oral exam.  Since I am not very auditory, I knew I would have 

to do everything I could to be successful while being orally quizzed by the 

examiner.     

I showed my students how I used my strength as a visual learner to make note 

cards, something they could do for a big test. I had about 120 students that year 

and approximately the same number of questions to study.  I asked my students if 

they’d be willing to help me study for the oral exam by each taking a note card and 

asking me their question every time they saw me in the halls, the cafeteria, the 

library.  They obviously couldn’t quiz me in class but any other time was fair 

game.  They loved questioning me and took every opportunity to see if I knew my 

‘stuff.’   

By enlisting their help, I was able to accomplish several of my goals – I connected 

with the students, who became great supporters in my quest, I demonstrated how 

adults study for something that matters to them, and I showed them how learning 

could be fun when there is a team behind you!  Oh yes…and I passed my oral 

exam, got my private pilot’s license, and got to celebrate with all my students that 

year! 

To use a concept from the world of advertising, show the students the benefits – 

the “what’s in it for me” - that adult learning will provide for them.  Get teens 

excited about learning by painting a picture of a life filled with opportunity and 

adventure that follows learning a new skill or activity.  Bottom line is to use what 

we have to excite kids to think about learning.  Teach them how to be life-long 

learners and make the concept of learning one they will be chomping at the bit to 

explore. 
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“In times of change, learners inherit the Earth, while the learned find themselves beautifully 

equipped to deal with a world that no longer exists.” 
Eric Hoffer 

 

 

 

69.  Stay current on how your topic relates to what’s going on 

in the world 

 

Teens need to know that what they’re learning matters. They need to believe that 

they’re not wasting their time learning information that they’ll never use.  That’s 

why one of the most prevalent questions is, “When am I ever going to use this?”  If 

we can relate our subject matter to what’s happening in the world, we begin the 

process of validating the subject matter. 

We, as teachers, realize that students have no idea where their lives will take them 

and don’t see the need for a broad education.  Teens don’t have the vision or life 

experience to realize that in the twenty-first century they’ll live long enough to 

have several careers and need to know a great variety of information to prepare 

them for these careers.  By linking our teaching to current events and to their lives, 

we are better able to convince our students of the importance of learning our 

subject matter. 

Most students can see the need to be able to read, to write coherently and maybe 

even to understand that we must know our past in order not to repeat 

our mistakes.  But surprisingly, they don’t see the need to learn math.  

From their perspective, calculators can do arithmetic problems and the 

rest of math is unnecessary.  They don’t realize that algebra teaches 

them to think, to problem solve.   They don’t know that while they’re 

learning equations they’re also creating and strengthening problem solving 

pathways in their brains.  The ability to determine which is the best cell phone plan 

for their calls and texting habits is developed in the algebra class where they must 

determine the best approach to solving a problem.  The ability to explain and 
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support their reasons for asking for the car on Saturday night, or choosing the 

college of their choice comes from the logic provided in the study of geometry.   

Granted, not every lesson in every subject offers the opportunity for specific 

connection to a teen’s present life, but there are more possibilities, should the 

teacher choose to share them.  And our connection to teens’ ‘real life’ makes them 

more willing to buy into our class material. 

 

"The only person who is educated is the one who has learned how to learn and change."  
Carl Rogers 

 

 

 

70.  Befriend the non-teaching staff 
 

Anyone who has been in a school long enough knows how valuable the support 

staff is to the school.  The front office and guidance office secretaries, the 

custodians, bus drivers and kitchen workers are all such integral parts of the school 

culture.  There many reasons to befriend these people.  The most obvious is that 

having amicable relationships with these people in the work environment is just 

common sense.  

Networking is a vital strategy in the business world.  The basic premise is that 

people in general prefer to do business with those with whom they are acquainted.  

The same concept is true in a school.  Support staff members like to work with and 

help those teachers who have taken the time to get to know them.  

I always made a point of getting to know as many support people in my school as I 

could.  By establishing a good relationship with them, I put myself in a position to 

help them if they needed it.  And I most definitely received help from them.  Here 

are just a few examples of how they helped me: 

 The front office secretaries always willingly tracked down school forms for 

me to fill out as an advisor or cheerfully did anything else I needed even if 

they were busy 
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 Custodians never hesitated to give me supplies when I needed them even if I 

hadn’t gone through all the red tape that the school requested 

 The custodians always went above and beyond for me as the drama director 

both at rehearsals and on performance days 

 Certain bus drivers always requested to drive for my drama club trips 

 One of the female custodians was the person I turned to for thread to mend a 

piece of clothing that sorely needed attention if I was to modestly complete 

the school day.  She was there without question when the sewing teacher 

refused to let a student bring me the desperately needed needle and thread. 

If we want our time in our schools to be as pleasant and productive as possible, 

making friends with the people who work each day with us is a smart decision. 

 

 
“You cannot do a kindness too soon, for you never know how soon it will be too late.”   

Ralph Waldo Emerson 

 

 

 

71.  Don’t demand their respect; earn it 

 

I’ve seen a lot of adults demand that kids respect them.  As adults, we tend not to 

respect people who make demands.  Why would kids be any different?  How can 

we force someone to respect us just because we’re older and have the title of 

teacher?  

In the classroom, we must speak and act in a way that merits respect.  Be the kind 

of person that students look up to and honor.  Be kind. Be consistent.  Be fair.  

Care about them as people.  Teach them in a way that honors their various learning 

styles.  Have fun with them.  Do your best to live this life in the classroom, and the 

respect can’t help but follow. 
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“The greatest good you can do for another is not to share your riches  

but to reveal to him his own.” 

Benjamin Disraeli 

 

 

 

72.  Pick your battles 

 

There are plenty of things kids do in class that seem to need our input, but if we 

were to address all of them we’d go out of our minds.  Little comments mumbled 

under their breaths, pokes and jabs at fellow students, leaving a chair pulled out 

from a work table rather than pushed in, all need to be addressed at some point.  

But if we respond to each and every thing we see or hear, we’ll create an 

environment that’s perceived as punitive, unsavory, and downright unpleasant.  I 

believe that each of these infractions calls for general comments to the full group at 

the appropriate time, a time that the instructor feels works best for the lesson 

involved. 

Save the big talks, the raised voice, the stop-all-we’re-doing announcements for the 

things that really need the attention of the full class or the person responsible for 

the action to be addressed.  For example, we’ve all heard kids swear in class.  With 

the way our society has evolved the past few years, there are few places where 

teens are not surrounded by people swearing.  From the rapidly diminishing quality 

of television to Facebook or whatever the hot social networking site is, to 

overheard cell phone conversations, to rude gestures on the highways, to 

parents/stepparents/guardians/ family members, our teens are immersed in a stew 

of foul language.  To expect that those inappropriate words won’t slip out in class 

is naïve.  So what to do?   

Here’s how I chose to handle things.  I let my students know early on (but not 

specifically the first two days) that language must be appropriate for the classroom.  

If they were to inadvertently slip and say a less than proper word - and I assured 

them that I could tell the difference between a slip and a deliberate act - that an 
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apology to me and fellow students would be expected. There were a few 

exceptions including the ‘big’ swear word - the dreaded F!  Any deliberate 

swearing occurrences would be handled through the school disciplinary 

procedures.  This worked rather well, and to be honest, this policy caused very few 

incidents. 

So that partly delineated which battles would be fought on the language front.  If I 

happened to hear a student swear when he/she was talking softly to another 

student, I chose not to ‘hear’ it.  Could I have brought my attention to the situation 

and asked for an apology or enacted discipline?  Absolutely.  But to what purpose?  

They were talking low during a working session with the intent of sparing me their 

language, so why punish them for that?   The goal is to have them realize what’s 

appropriate and what isn’t, so when they’ve achieved that goal in their own unique 

way, why reprimand?  Obviously, if even one student knows you’ve heard the 

conversation without reacting, then you must, at that point, take a stand. 

The goal of the teacher is like that of a spouse in a marriage or two close friends.  

Choose what you want to fight over, because if you fight over everything, there 

will be no relationship left to salvage.  In the classroom scenario, if you react to 

everything you will have such a negative environment that students will constantly 

be in the fight/flight mode ready to defend their positions or strike out.     

This attitude worked extraordinarily well for me, both in my math classes and in 

Strategies, where I was consciously striving daily for that peak environment of 

safety, engagement and optimism. It’s like so many other things in life – all a 

question of balance.  And a balanced classroom is one where learning has a chance 

to take place. 

 

“Pick battles big enough to matter, small enough to win.” 
Jonathan Kozol  

 

 

 

73.  Don’t create situations unnecessarily 
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We teachers have exceptional hearing.  Even a non-auditory person like me seems 

to be able to hear every word students say.  But as I said in the last tip, I choose not 

to act on every little thing I hear unless one of two scenarios occurs: 

 The conversation is loud enough that I must address it, or 

 Someone in the class knows I heard it 

At that point, I must respond appropriately…and not excessively.  Why heighten 

tensions unnecessarily?  Why send the offending student and his/her battalion of 

‘lawyers’ into fight/flight mode?   

On the other hand, major and even minor infractions cannot be ignored.  They 

must be addressed appropriately with the attention guided back to the lesson at 

hand as soon as possible.   

I often used the pattern-interrupt technique from the Strategies for Success 

program to handle any situation where the attention of the class is in an 

unproductive state rather than getting upset and creating a situation.  It’s basically 

changing the subject and redirecting attention in a way that shifts the attention of 

the students from the problem at hand to something that they might be more 

interested in.  Changing the subject is as simple as asking a question.  As soon as 

the question is asked, everyone is thinking of an answer.   

“Does anyone know what they’re having for lunch today?”  Ok, that’s not the most 

interesting question, but it’s often enough to turn the tide in a different direction.  

Another way is to say something unexpected.  “What do you think of having a quiz 

on this material this week?”  You may have no intention of having the quiz, but it 

bounces the attention to another totally different dimension.  And you can end the 

discussion saying that you’d rather not have the quiz after all. 

I do share this piece of information with students early in the year.  I tell them that 

they will occasionally witness events or hear conversations that they feel I should 

respond to but don’t.   They need to know that I could not possibly know 

everything that happens every second.  Although I may be looking right at the 

offending situation, I may be focused on something else – what I’m about to teach, 

helping someone else, or just thinking.  Sharing this information with them helps 

them to understand why you may discipline one student when another that you 

http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
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haven’t seen (or who has spoken softly enough not to warrant a big blowup) 

doesn’t get the same reprimand. 

There are enough natural distractions and disturbances in the typical high school 

classroom that we should never be the cause of one.  Keeping situations on a 

subdued, non-confrontational level is one of the best ways to keep the classroom 

on an even keel. 

 
“Don’t try to fix the students, fix ourselves first.   

The good teacher makes the poor student good and the good student superior.   

When our students fail, we, as teachers, too have failed.” 
Marva Collins 

 

 

 

74.  Learn from your colleagues 

 

Being a teacher can seem like a very solitary existence.  We spend hours in a 

classroom dealing with our students, curriculum demands, state and federal 

mandates, parent requests.  We’re also planning lessons, and correcting tests.  If 

we’re lucky, we have twenty minutes duty free lunch and a prep period some time 

during the day.  That leaves us very little time to spend with the other teachers in 

our school.   

We have much to learn from each other if we can find the time and aren’t afraid to 

be open to other ways of doing things.  I was just reading in my local paper that the 

middle school in my town now offers time for teachers to observe each other.  I 

wish I had had the chance to do that, especially in my early years of teaching.  

Instead, like many teachers, I had to find my own way of handling all the issues 

that came before me.  As much as I am an entrepreneur at heart and enjoy finding 

solutions, I would really have appreciated being able to benefit from some of the 

wonderful people who were on the staff at my school. 
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In my last few years of teaching, I did have several people in my school observe 

my classes.  The Strategies program created such a buzz in the school that 

everyone wanted to see for themselves what was happening there.  I had even more 

visitors after I was named Teacher of the Year for my school and then for the 

entire district.  I feel that I was lucky to have discovered some valuable techniques 

through my own experiences and through the business seminars I attended.  I was 

more than happy to share what I had learned with whoever wanted to observe. 

I was paid a wonderful compliment the other day when one of the women with 

whom I was having lunch said when she first observed me, she couldn’t believe the 

magic that I was able to create in my classroom.  Now, a fifteen year veteran of the 

classroom herself, she has taken many of the ideas she learned with me and made 

them her own.  She, too, is a class advisor and math teacher and is very well liked 

and respected in her school.  I believe the true credit goes to her for taking the time 

to observe someone who was already in the career she aspired to and for 

implementing strategies that meshed with her personal style of teaching and then 

creating her own magic. 

Most high schools have outstanding faculty members, many who gave up lucrative 

careers in business because they wanted to make a difference in the world, in the 

lives of kids.  I urge you to find a way to see the teachers you admire in action.  

Give up a prep period, ask them for their best tip, ask their students what makes 

them extraordinary.  I’ve always read that successful people are more than willing 

to share what they know.  Most are just waiting to be asked.  

I put this principle into action a few years ago when I went back into musical 

theatre after a six year absence.  I was cast as the Fairy Godmother on tour in 

southern New England in “Cinderella.”   I was surrounded by a very talented 

young cast with outstanding singing voices.  Knowing that I would be the weakest 

link because I hadn’t sung in a very long time, I decided to ask each of them to 

give me their best vocal tip.  Although they didn’t know me at all, every single one 

of them shared their best strategy with me.  They also encouraged, supported, and 

believed in me.  Sharing their expertise had an additional benefit – we connected 

with each other in a way that might not have happened if I hadn’t asked.  Like the 

staff of a school, the actors must support and depend on each other if they want a 

successful show.  As Cinderella said to me at an early rehearsal, “Don’t worry 
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about anything.  I’ve got your back!”  And she did. Even when I went blank on 

stage for only the third time in a very long theatrical career. 

Connecting and sharing strategies with the other teachers in our schools can create 

a similar bond that not only benefits us in the classroom but ultimately with the 

students we teach.  Anything we can do to make our jobs easier, more productive, 

and more beneficial to our students is worth whatever it takes to make that happen. 

 

 
“Personally, I’m always ready to learn, although I do not always like being taught.”   

Sir Winston Churchill 

 

 

 

75.   Be optimistic 

 

As teachers, we’re certainly entitled to our own opinions.  But if we want to create 

an optimistic, safe classroom, it’s better if the views we express to our students are 

more positive than negative in nature.  Obviously, if we’re teaching current events, 

we need to be factual and not color our view with a rosy, Pollyanna view of events 

that are tragic or horrific.  But even in those situations, I believe we must help 

teens realize that as tragic as some situations are, they are not all encompassing 

views of what transpires in the world on a daily basis.   

I also think that we need to help inspire our students to create a more optimistic 

world for them to live in.  Many do not get positive or encouraging messages from 

family members, the media, and from other areas of their educational environment.  

It’s beneficial to provide at least one place in their day where a positive outlook is 

demonstrated and encouraged.   

I learned while teaching my Strategies class that even the smallest amount of 

positivity has enormous rewards.  Even though I was striving to develop a new 

way of looking at life and at school, I had no idea how far reaching the positive 

classroom would take me, my students, and the school at large.  To this day, I’m 

http://www.strategiesforsuccessprogram.com/
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still receiving confirmation that this class, this journey into optimism, is still 

resonating with the students and staff that experienced it. 

A final note: Don’t stay if you don’t love the job.  Our kids deserve the best.  

Teaching is such a tough job.  It only seems easy from the outside.  Everyone 

thinks they can do our job because their only view of the classroom was from their 

student desk back when they were in school.  Sure, it looks easy if you’re the 

students sitting there watching.  If we’re good at our job, we make it look 

effortless.  If we’re bad at it, all others can think of is how rotten we are.  They 

have no comprehension of all the professional development we’ve taken, all the 

hours we’ve spent preparing the lesson, correcting papers, guiding kids, writing 

recommendations, going to school events, and so many of activities too numerous 

to mention. 

We teach mostly because we love kids and want to make a difference in their lives.  

But the minute we decide that it’s not for us, we need to either find a way to 

refresh our view point…or leave, if we can.  I left once….for four years.  I had 

been teaching math for thirteen years.  Thirteen years of teaching geometry.  I 

thought that if I said those geometry terms one more time I was going to go out of 

my mind.  So I quit.  I tried to take a leave of absence but they denied it (Imagine 

not letting a teacher who had been yearbook advisor, math team advisory, drama 

director, and ski club co-advisor not take a year off to recharge?)  So I had to quit.  

I couldn’t stand in front of a bunch of teens and try to make something interesting 

that I was sick of. 

Granted, I was in the enviable position at that time of not having to worry about 

supporting myself since my husband, who was also seeking a leave of absence 

from the same school, had the opportunity to work for his father.  Not everyone has 

the ability to pick up and leave.  But that act changed my life.  I got to join an 

educational theatre company where I learned many of the techniques I’ve shared 

with you here.  I got to travel and learn from some of the best natural teachers and 

speakers in the world.  And I became eager to go back to school to see if what I 

learned could really make a difference with teens.  Boy, did it ever! 

I’m so grateful that I had the chance to go back and start again and even more 

grateful that I had a principal who let me venture into new territory by creating my 
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own course.  Who knows if that would even be possible now in this age of NCLB 

and the intense focus on test scores?  But my course turned out to be as one of my 

students said, “Exactly what teens need to be successful both in school and in life.”  

I’m so lucky to have been able to share that kind of information with kids and to 

still be able to share it with teachers and with schools who also are willing to step 

out of the box to give students the tools to truly support them.   

There is nothing more exciting than seeing the look on a student’s face when they 

finally understand what we’re trying to teach them or when they realize that a 

caring adult is in their corner.  Although I am no longer in the day to day 

classroom, I will continue to find ways to put that look on as many kids faces as I 

can both personally and through the teachers who I’m privileged to work with.   

 

“I do not teach children.  I give them joy.” 

Isadora Duncan 

 

 

 

Appendix 
 

My Two Laugh-Out-Loud Stories 

1.  Dunkin’ Donuts 

A few years ago, my mom needed a ride to New Hampshire to visit 

my brother.  My best friend Annie came along for the ride as well.  

Since it was late fall and chilly we decided to stop at a Dunkin’ 

Donuts along the way to get something warm to drink. 

As we pulled into the drive thru, my mom told me that she wanted tea with milk.  

My friend Annie who was in the back seat of my convertible told me she wanted, “ 

a half decaf, half hazel nut, extra, extra light with skim milk and sweetened with 

Sweet ‘n Low”.   I pulled up to the speaker and to the best of my ability gave the 

order.  Not being particularly auditory, I knew I was lucky to have remembered 
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what Annie said.  I turned to the two of them and said, “Whew!  I’m glad I don’t 

have to say that again!” 

No sooner had I finished saying that then the voice from the speaker said, 

“Whut??”  (Spelling here is intentional).   Because of the incongruity of the two 

statements, I started to laugh.  Not only laugh but lose my ability to speak because 

I couldn’t stop laughing. My friend was leaning out the window yelling her order 

into the speaker.  All we heard back was “Whut? Whut???”  We finally pulled up 

and she told the girl what we wanted.  I unfortunately was still too useless to talk 

because I was still laughing.  Three adult women.  All three not able to stop 

laughing. 

A year later my mother needed to go to New Hampshire again.  Annie again came 

along for the ride.  We stopped at the same Dunkin’ Donuts.  I suppose we each 

had been thinking of the silly visit from the year before but no one said anything.  

We pulled up to the speaker and again I began trying to relay that complicated 

order from the back seat.  “WHAT???” came back at me and off I was again 

laughing.  Same place…different employee…same situation. 

Now you would think we’d stay out of Dunkin’ Donuts.  At the end of every 

school year, Annie and I always jumped in the convertible and headed out 

somewhere for several days.  That year we were heading south towards Delaware 

and decided to get a Dunkin’ Donuts iced coffee for the beginning of the trip.  We 

pulled into the parking lot.  As I turned to Annie to tell her not to even think of 

laughing, I noticed she had turned away from me with her shoulders shaking, the 

inevitable sign of a laughing fit in progress.  I had just pulled up to the speaker and 

started laughing when I saw her.  This time I couldn’t even place the order.  The 

voice from the speaker was a man’s voice.  “Can I help you? … Stop laughing!  ...I 

mean it! …Drive up.” 

One final chapter to this story.  Final because it’s become obvious that Annie and I 

cannot go through the drive thru of Dunkin’ Donuts without laughing ourselves 

silly.  We had gone shopping and thought about getting an iced coffee convinced 

that we had conquered this inability to order from the drive-thru.  We pulled in and 

she offered to pay.  As we drove up to the speaker, I reached over with the $5 bill 

not realizing that the window was still up.  As my hand hit the window, I started to 
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laugh.  I drove past the speaker and out of the parking lot, never to go through a 

drive through with her again! 

That’s why Dunkin ’Donuts is the first thing on my list of what makes me laugh 

out loud. All I have to do is think of Dunkin’ Donuts and I begin to smile. 

2. Gettysburg 

I went to Gettysburg as a young newlywed with another couple. Because I am not 

a history buff and was rather bored at all the statues, my husband and friends 

suggested going into the exhibit where there was a re-enactment of the Battle of 

Gettysburg with a very large room sized map of the area.  The hall had seats all 

around the map and was filled with students from elementary and middle schools.  

As the room filled, the man at the microphone told the audience that the show was 

about to begin.  He said in a hushed, awe-filled voice that the next voice we would  

hear would be the one of the man who invented this amazing map and show we 

were about to see. 

As soon as he finished, a loud strident voice yelled, “Do you want to shut the door 

in the back!”  It was so loud, so strange and so contrary to what I expected that I 

began to laugh.  I laughed silently for the entire hour of that presentation as did my 

husband and two friends.  Sad to say, we were embarrassed especially in front of 

all the well behaved school children but to this day when I hear or see the word, 

“Gettysburg”, a smile comes to my face. 

 

Learning Styles and Relationships 

We all know that we’re born with certain characteristics – perhaps dark brown 

eyes, maybe curly hair, a certain skin tone.  But many don’t realize that we also 

have certain preferences for how we learn and relate to people.  How we learn is 

important in all aspects of life, not only in school.  How we learn also directly 

connects with how we relate to people.  Here’s a very quick version of a much 

more complicated study. 
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Most of us learn best by one of three methods – by seeing, hearing or feeling 

(There are actually eleven ways but the three here are the easiest and most obvious 

to understand in terms of connecting with each other). 

Some people are visual learners.  They learn best by seeing – 

watching video, reading, using maps, writing.   You can tell visual 

people by the way they talk with their hands (They can ‘see’ 

themselves talking and by the words they use like, “I can picture that” or “I see 

what you mean!”) 

Others are auditory learners.  They learn most easily by hearing – 

either their own voice or someone else’s.  They often are the ones that 

are humming, tapping with something, or who love to talk.   

Motion and emotion is what kinesthetic or hands on learners, like best.  They like 

and need to touch and be active to learn.  They’re often in trouble in school 

because of their need to fidget and move.   

So how does this apply to how we relate to each other? 

If the person you want to connect with is visual, make sure you give them 

something they can see - a gift and a card.  Or do something for 

them.  Fill up their car with gas.  Clean something that they 

usually clean.  Write them a real letter.   This doesn’t have to 

just be a special someone on Valentine’s Day but anytime you 

want to communicate with someone who is visual.  You need to do something that 

can be seen if you want to impress the visual person – the significant other, the 

friend, the sibling, the parent, the child.   

If they’re auditory, make sure you tell them how you feel about them.  

If you just give them a card, they’ll feel neglected and unappreciated.  

It may be your way to feel special, but it’s not theirs.  So give them a 

music CD, an MP3 player.  Or record your voice with a personal 

message. 

If they’re kinesthetic, make sure you hug them or hold their hand so they’ll feel 

how you care for them.   For them words often go in one ear and out the other, so 
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make sure they feel how much you care.   Give them the gift of a massage, a gym 

membership, or something else that involves touch or the physical body. 

Try using the learning style strategies as you connect with the important people in 

your life.  I can promise you it will change your day in ways you can’t even 

imagine! 

 

 

Great Resources 
 

 The Amazing Picture Machine  

 

 Fun Brain  

 

 Puzzlemaker  

 

 Sites for Teachers  

 

 Education World  

 

 PBS Teachers  

 

 Pics for Learning  

 

 Today in History  

 

 Emerging Technologies  

 

 Lesson Plan Search  

 

 A to Z Teaching Stuff  

 

 Online Learning Haven  
 

http://www.ncrtec.org/picture.htm
http://www.ncrtec.org/picture.htm
http://www.funbrain.com/index.html
http://puzzlemaker.discoveryeducation.com/
http://puzzlemaker.discoveryeducation.com/
http://www.sitesforteachers.com/index.html
http://www.education-world.com/
http://www.education-world.com/
http://www.pbs.org/teachers/
http://www.pbs.org/teachers/
http://www.pics4learning.com/
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/ammem/today/today.html
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/ammem/today/today.html
http://www.emtech.net/index.shtml
http://www.emtech.net/index.shtml
http://www.lessonplansearch.com/
http://atozteacherstuff.com/Lesson_Plans/index.shtml
http://www.funsocialstudies.learninghaven.com/
http://www.funsocialstudies.learninghaven.com/
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