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Pied Piper Principle # 12

Help Students Avoid Embarrassment



Never ever knowingly set a student up for public humiliation.  In every way possible, regardless of how much effort is required, work to help students avoid situations that are fraught with the danger of embarrassment.


All of us have inadequacies that we try to hide. When one of them is exposed, it’s cause for anything from mild embarrassment to crushing humiliation. Teachers who end up being adored by their students make it a point to remedy theses deficiencies whenever they can. Whether the painful flaw falls within their line of expertise or not, they make it their business to help the student overcome it. 


The current fashion for dealing with directional confusion is a classic example: Youngsters who can’t tell right from left are now allowed to remain ignorant! And it happens everywhere.  At a wilderness camp where a carefully controlled therapeutic environment forces troubled youths to face their difficulties and resolve them, a

group of six teenagers had just returned from a canoe trip. Their councilor was supervising them as they put their equipment way. One by one the youths entered the boathouse and received the instructions, “Put your paddles on the rack on the right.” About half of the campers went straight to the rack on the left. Each time, the councilor said, “No, the other right.”  The same thing repeated itself over and over with each piece of equipment, and it was always handled with a pleasant, “No, the other …” This camp is the place where young people finally have to confront their problems head on and solve them. And yet, even here, youngsters are allowed to bungle on into adulthood with a problem that makes them feel dumb and inferior every time it comes up.


Marion was an accomplished horsewoman with Olympic aspirations. She had a $20,000 horse, a gorgeous car, and was just about to graduate from a fine boarding school where she’d had the best of everything. Yet no one had taken the time to make sure she could tell left from right! When asked about it, Marion would laugh, “My fourth grade teacher told me to hold my hands up in front of me with my thumbs sticking out toward each other.” To demonstrate she held up her beautifully manicured hands. “The one that makes an L is the left hand.” With an extravagant roll of the eyes, the girl sneered, “Which L?” Although Marion tried to pass off her directional difficulties as insignificant, she dreaded the day when her directional difficulties cost her points in the show ring. It’s hard to believe twelve years of the finest schools couldn’t get the matter straightened out. No wonder the girl had some very peculiar nervous habits.



This problem with telling left from right comes up in the military all the time. Drill sergeants deal with it instantly with a simple set of instructions. They have the recruit pick up a rock and put it in his left pocket. After sergeants make sure the pebble went into the correct pocket, they command,  “Make sure that rock is in that left pocket at all times. And when you march, you slap that rock hard every time you hear the call, ‘Left’.” Throughout the weeks of boot camp and hours of marching, the recruit gives that stone in his pocket and his left thigh a slap every time his left leg moves forward. By the time he’s promoted to buck private, he’ll have no further problem with directional confusion. He will, however, have a strange habit of slapping his left thigh whenever he has to distinguish between right and left. And some of them will carry that rock in their pocket for life.  That’s how the Marines do it. If it’ll work for them, it’ll work for kids.


This exercise doesn’t have to be cruel, harsh, and accompanied by barked instructions. In fact, if the teacher approaches the project with a whimsical touch, kids usually enjoy the physical activity. It gives them a chance to get up out of their seats and oxygenate their brains. Ten minutes a day for three days of vocal marching complete with rock in pocket, thigh slap, and spoken word “left”, and they’ll have it down pat. Just be sure to insist that the rock always be in that left pocket for instant reference whenever needed.


Classrooms are fraught with opportunities for public humiliation. Students who see humiliation coming will do just about anything to avoid it: they’ll lie, cheat, pretend, make wise cracks, balk, play hooky. They’ll do just about anything – except admit to the difficulty they’re having.


Students in classes for the Highly Highly Gifted aren’t supposed to have academic difficulties. But 10-year-old Robert did. He got into a mess with a science project. Not wanting the teacher to know he was stuck, all through the semester he pretended his experiments were coming along great. He even bragged about the results he was getting in order to bolster the illusion that he was making progress. As the end of the semester approached and all his HHG classmates started bringing in their display boards and setting up their demonstrations, Robert slunk around with a sickly shame-faced expression. On the day the completed science projects were due, Robert had nothing to turn in. Rather than face his classmates, the boy refused to go to school. That child stayed out of school for three days. By the time he went back, the real danger was over as the students finished up the school year with field day, picnic, clean out the lockers, and off to summer vacation. Robert had used his high IQ to avoid the crushing pain of public humiliation.


Whatever it was that prevented him from succeeding with his science project, it obviously wasn’t something he could fix for himself. In this child’s case, it was a severe problem in written expression that made all forms of writing an absolutely abhorrent process. He could have easily come up with a challenging project and set up his experiment, but at every step of the way, he couldn’t get himself to pick up a pencil and do the record keeping. The whole project fell apart because no one helped the boy figure out a way to work around his writing difficulty. It would have been nice for him to get some remedial work with a trained therapist. But any informed teacher could have created some compensatory tactics to help him get his project completed. 


Reading is another area that often presents young people with an insurmountable problem. Many students, including those in classes for the gifted and talented, are terrified of reading aloud in class. Some of them are horrible, bumbling readers who stumble over even the easiest words. Others are perfectly adequate readers who’ve been traumatized by some past experience. In either case, it’s a kindness to never call on them when the class it taking turns reading passages aloud. If it’s essential that a particular student participate in oral work, an advance warning or a discrete private session can almost always be arranged. Adored teachers are kind enough to remove the danger of command performances by announcing a policy of calling only on those who volunteer. 

It is definitely not appropriate for an upper level subject matter instructor to feel compelled to provide remedial instruction for students with weak reading skills. Ninth and tenth grade English teachers often howl with frustration about the number of students who lack the reading skills necessary to handle the material required for their course. Their training did not prepare them to be reading teachers. And the curriculum does not allow them time to take on such an onerous task. However, any teacher wishing to offer struggling youngsters a new touch of hope will find ways to make it possible for them to work on their weak skills while tackling meaningfully modified material. In many cases, this means assigning work that gives students a choice of formats for demonstrating their mastery of the material.  

In making a commitment to help students avoid embarrassment, the guiding principle is to stay alert. Pay attention. Notice. Don’t allow yourself to gloss things over. Make it your business to remediate any weakness that carries a high social penalty. Any time you teach a child to deal with a problem that causes constant embarrassment, you will set the Pied Piper Effect into motion.

Pied Piper Principle # 13

Teach Students to Recognize and Deal with Stress.

Any student who has been embarrassed in front of a class develops a permanent sense of apprehension. With every year of struggling to avoid a repeat of such humiliation, students become more and more sensitized. Sometimes the stress builds into a psychological problem that’s not always easy to recognize.

Todd managed to keep his grades up, but tests were very difficult for him. Throughout middle school, he got As on class work, homework, reports, and projects, but he never got much above a C+ on a test. 

The boy found the pattern very frustrating, and came to dread going to high school where he would have to face “exams”. All through his freshman year, Todd worried about the final exams he would be taking at the end of the year. Just after spring break, this normally vivacious, outgoing teenager started to withdraw. Any observant teacher could have noticed that the youth was losing weight, looked tired and seemed discouraged. In his struggle with the stress that was killing his appetite and preventing him from sleeping, Todd made some counterproductive changes. Instead of adding some extra relaxation, he doubled up on his studying. By the time he got to exams, the boy was a nervous wreck. Naturally he did worse than ever on his end of year examinations and his grades suffered horribly. In his sophomore year, Todd’s difficulties with tests intensified. 


During his junior year, Todd dropped off the baseball team right in the middle of the season because he wanted to devote all of his spare time to preparing for exams. When given the details, the coach realized Todd had developed a full-blown case of test anxiety. Since a big part of coaching involves managing stress and building confidence, this athletic director knew just what to do. First he got Todd on a schedule designed to increase relaxation and decrease pressure. Even though it involved more sports and less studying, the boy started sleeping better, regained his appetite and got his anxiety level under control. The coach taught Todd some of the mental practice techniques used by Olympic athletes. These helped the youth stop worrying and develop a more positive attitude. When exams rolled around, Todd managed to pass everything with grades a bit better than the prior semester. And he avoided the awful trauma of his customary melt down.


Todd was fortunate that he took his problem to his coach. Any educator with a strong athletic background is likely to know how to recognize and deal with stress. Even if teachers never develop the skills needed to teach stress management, we owe it to our students to learn to recognize symptoms of excess stress and develop the courage to speak up.


Sally was a gorgeous eleventh grader. There was absolutely nothing wrong with this girl. She could read and write and spell and do math. She was a good thinker and had amazing ability to concentrate. But, despite her very high IQ, Sally did everything slowly. Even though she was the best artist in her honors art class, completing a project always took her much longer than it did her classmates. She was the best writer in her Advanced Placement English class, but she had to stay up until three and four in the morning night after night in order to get assignments completed. She had a fabulous memory and did extremely well on tests, but she went without sleep for days to prepare for exams.


In order to perform at the high level expected by her parents, Sally drove herself relentlessly. When the girl considered transferring to an art school or dropping back to a couple honors courses and not taking all AP classes, her parents insisted she keep pushing. At this point, it would have been wise for this family to trust Sally’s instincts and help her find ways to cut back on the pressure that was threatening to engulf her. 

In the middle of her junior year, Sally got overwhelmed and went into a tailspin that led to a deep depression. She stopped participating in discussions, became quiet and withdrawn, and began dozing off in classes. Her high level of motivation sagged along with her energy. Many of her alarmed teachers assumed she’d gotten into drugs and watched helplessly.

But not Sally’s history teacher. Mr. Wiggins was an old pro who was highly esteemed by his colleagues and his adoring students alike. He wasn’t willing to sit idly by and let this lovely girl slide away. He called her family in for a conference and dealt with the issue head on. When confronted, Sally’s parents thought maybe their daughter had attempted suicide, but they had been afraid to ask her about it. They didn’t really believe the situation was all that serious, but after Mr. Wiggins explained his concerns, they agreed to take their daughter for a psychological evaluation. This history teacher and Sally’s parents couldn’t “solve” her problem, but their meeting was the catalyst that got the girl the help she needed. Because of an alert, courageous teacher, this young lady ended up in a psychiatric ward rather than on the obituary page.

Sometimes educators get an opportunity to advise young people about effective ways to cope with pressure. This almost always comes up when teaching study skills and test taking strategies. It’s easy to include some stress management techniques when reviewing material with students in preparation for a test. The suggestions are often warmly received and quickly put to use if they are based on a logical application of current brain research, or are clearly offered as ways to avoid test anxiety, or tie in with techniques used by admired athletes, or can be applied in sticky situations outside the classroom. Unfortunately, study skills programs and workbooks do not connect with most young people. Even though many of these materials offer excellent advice, students of all ages tend to pretty much turn a deaf ear to their offerings. They do, however, make excellent guides for teachers who are willing to learn the concepts then teach them as situations arise and time allows. 
