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Pied Piper Principle # 19

Show students how to negotiate on their own behalf.

When a students goes to a teacher and asks, “Is there something I can do to earn extra credit?”, the response is almost always, “No.” 


Very few teachers are opposed to the enriched learning experience available through supplemental work. However, they rarely have some special activity already in mind to suggest to a youngster looking for something that would correlate with the material being studied. When students expect the instructor to come up with the idea for a project, nothing much gets accomplished. This is especially true if the youth pops the extra credit question at a time when the teacher is too busy to give it serious consideration. Educators are seldom willing to take on the added responsibility of generating the ideas for a meaningful independent activity. Yet, if someone comes up with a cool idea for an enrichment project, most teachers have no trouble giving their approval. 


Tomhad so much trouble with remembering sequences that a teacher taught him to make a time line when he was only in the third grade. With a roll of time line paper, scissors, paste, a felt tip marker, and a stack of old magazines, the child would lay out illustrations of the events he was trying to remember. At first it was just a study technique his mother helped him use at home. 

When Tom’s fifth grade class was studying the history of their state, the boy produced a particularly elegant time line that was over twenty feet long. Before hanging it in his room for study purposes, his mother suggested he ask if he could bring it to class for show and tell. Even though Tom was very shy, he had no trouble asking his teacher such a simple yes or no question. The youngster’s instructor instantly accepted this hard working boy’s offer and added, “If you’ll bring it in on Friday when we review for the unit test, I’ll give you extra credit.”

Thus began the simple extra credit negotiation technique that helped Tom get through high school. As he got older he expanded his use of time lines to include the plots of novels, step-by-step instructions for scientific experiments and an occasional set of illustrations of a scientific principle. It was just one simple trick, but teachers rarely said no.


Some students are born salesmen. They quickly develop skill at sawing off a deal with a teacher. The trick is in the student’s willingness to make the initial offer and then bargain from there. As with Tom and his time lines, it’s crucial that the student figure out a good project and put it forth as a proposal.


These bargaining skills have applications far beyond the classroom. Knowing how to negotiate on your own behalf is a valuable life skill. And it’s well worth teaching. As with so many other life skills, children are most open to developing a technique when it will get them something they really want. 

When left to their own devices, most youngsters have very ineffective negotiating tactics. They give up without even trying to be persuasive. Or they wheedle, whine, plead, howl, shriek, sulk, and stomp their feet. Some parents never develop resistance to such childish bargaining methods, but most situations in the home, the school or the marketplace require a higher level of sophistication. Youngsters make the mistake of basing their entire argument on their feelings and stubborn insistence on what they want. With just a simple set of guidelines they can learn to use a higher level of logic and a lower level of emotion. 

One well-known negotiating technique is so easy to understand that even elementary school children can learn to apply it to real life situations. Once children have been introduced to the basic concepts, role-playing and script writing activities can provide an interesting way of practicing. Best of all, this standard negotiating method is based on a simple four-step process. 


Step One: Make a factual statement describing the situation. No emotion or opinion or colorful descriptive language is necessary. 

· “I see the dishes aren’t done yet.” 

· “Yesterday was Saturday and I didn’t get my allowance.”

· “It’s quarter to four and we plan to leave at four o’clock.” 


Step Two:  Tell what you think about the topic. 

· “I think it’s Sarah’s turn to do the dishes.” 

· “I think Dad forgot to give me my money because he was in a hurry to get to the airport.” 

· “I think we need to start getting ready now.”


Step Three: Say what you feel about the topic.

· “I hate it when I get stuck with the dishes two days in a row.”

·  “I feel cheated that I have to go without my allowance until he gets back.” 

· “I don’t like getting there late after the movie has started.”


Step Four:  Tell what it is that you want or need. 

· “I want you to figure out who was supposed to do the dishes and get them going on it.” 

· “I need you to loan me the money for my allowance and I’ll pay you back when Dad gets home.”

·  “I want you to make it a special point of getting ready on time.”


Notice that no hysterics are needed. This simple formula provides a format for presenting a balanced request that allows for facts as well as feelings to be presented:

· what I see,

· what I think about it,

· what I feel about it,

· and what I need you to do about it.

 As students gain experience and maturity, they can develop some more effective bargaining techniques by bringing in references to elements that make their argument more persuasive.


A childish tirade: “This is my favorite rock band and I think you’re mean to not let me go. You never let me do anything fun. I hate it when you treat me like a baby. All the other kids are going. I really, really want to go to this concert. Why can’t you see how important this is to me?”


A persuasive argument: “This is my favorite rock band and I think you should consider letting me stay out late just that one night. I feel like I’ve proven myself to be trustworthy and reliable by working hard in school all year long. I want you to let me go see Triple Splash as a bonus for being on the honor roll.”


Another area where negotiating skill is useful is in recruiting helpers for projects or assistance with class work. One example of this happened to me in film school. After a semester of writing and shooting a small movie, we had to edit our work down to a three-minute masterpiece. Even though we’d had months of class instruction and practice with the high tech editing equipment, I was in a state of total confusion. While my techno-savvy classmates, most of them nineteen and twenty year-old, were flying through their projects, I was lost, lost, lost. 

The instructor was a delightful young man and did everything he could to explain the complicated editing procedures to me. He even provided a special pass so I could spend extra hours in the editing studio. No amount of patient instruction seemed to help. I could see that the other students were half way done with their projects and I was just barely getting started. And I froze in panic. 

Fortunately, the kids in my classes knew I was in way over my head. Several of them had bailed me out of previous sticky places. When Kevin realized my plight, he volunteered  immediately and seemed to know just what was needed. Every morning for a week he got up an hour early in order to come to the editing suite, pick me down off the ceiling and get me started on my work for the day. First he made me show him the section I’d created the day before. After critiquing it, he made suggestions for changes, showed me a trick or two, asked about my plan for the day, made a few suggestions and left me at it.  

I’m not sure why Kevin’s patient assistance was so helpful while the instructor’s special tutoring only left me more frustrated and confused, but I’ve seen this happen in my own classrooms. When students seek out the help of a peer, they almost always end up with a helper who speaks their language. And they don’t have to struggle with the attitudes of inferiority or defensiveness that get in the way with teachers. It’s a shame educators are taught to keep students from whispering and talking among themselves in class. Nothing can help a confused student like a bright, kind-hearted neighbor.

Pied Piper Principle # 20

Fill in missing skills. 


High school English teachers often wail, “How am I supposed to teach them Shakespeare when they can’t even read? I’m not a reading teacher.” Many subject matter teachers resent it that they’re forced to try to teach history or literature or biology to students who have not mastered the basic skills of reading, writing, and arithmetic. They sneer sarcastically, “What are those teachers doing down there? Can’t they at least teach kids to read?” 


Once students get beyond elementary school, they’re supposed to be able to read. And many of them can’t. Sometimes middle schools and high schools have remedial instructors and tutors. Sometimes they don’t. When no one is assigned the task of helping these students improve their skills, nobody sees it as their duty to get involved. Those who ignore the glaring academic deficits in these youngsters usually blame their non-intervention on lack of training or materials. They howl, “I don’t have time.” And it’s true – they don’t. Many criticize and blame those teachers who went before them. All this helps reinforce their belief that: “It’s not my job.”


Always there are a few idealistic faculty members who refuse to let a youngster pass through their classroom without making a serious attempt to fill in gaps in basic skills. These are the extraordinary teachers who believe that it is their job to address any deficit that is a handicap to one of their pupils. Rather than sit idly by, they are committed to finding help or taking on the job themselves.


Ideally, a highly trained specialist will be available to provide extensive one-to-one intervention to every one of these youngsters. Since the schools can’t always provide that, do we have to settle for doing nothing? It would be wonderful if every single kid who makes it out of elementary school had all problems already remediated. Unfortunately, that just doesn’t seem to happen. Cooking teachers, band directors, and shop instructors end up introducing students to the world of fractions. Foreign language instructors teach their pupils the basic principles of English grammar. High school art teachers and PE instructors teach students the kindergarten skills of waiting your turn and following directions. And everybody gets a chance to teach kids to tell left from right.


The current trend in education pushes for certification in every possible area of specialization. Nobody is supposed to do anything for which they don’t have the proper credentials. That thinking is not compatible with the practices of educators who are committed to excellence. These extraordinary teachers believe, “If somebody with credentials shows up, I’ll gladly step aside. In the meantime, I’m the one that’s available, and I’ll do what I can.”


Any educated adult, at any level, anywhere, is capable of teaching a full array of basic academic skills to almost any student who needs it.


Maureen had reached the lofty status of high school senior without learning to read. If asked how she got so far, she’d giggle and say, “Cheat.” The girl was bright, attractive, stayed out of trouble, and found a way to get all her work done. Those few teachers who asked her to read aloud in class never did it again. It was just too painful to hear this lovely girl bumbling through even the simplest passages. Everybody assumed she did better when reading to herself. A string of cute, adoring boyfriends helped the girl with her homework. She didn’t make As, but she got by.


As a twelfth grade elective, Maureen took drama. The instructor, Mr. Walters, was a great theater lover and devoted whole class periods to letting students choose up parts and read through plays. Maureen’s reading difficulties became obvious immediately. At the end of their first session, Mr. Walters drew the girl aside, handed her a booklet, and explained, “This is the play we’ll be reading tomorrow. I’m going to give you the part of Betty. You might want to read it over tonight.”


Thus began the breakthrough that turned Maureen into a reader. Night after night, Mr. Walters warned her about what she’d be asked to read the next day and provided her with a preview copy of the script. And everyday, when she read in class, Maureen sounded about as good as the others. At first Mr. Walters gave her small parts that she mastered easily. As her skill increased, he gave her pieces that were more demanding in size as well as depth of character. Since these were plays and Maureen loved the theater, she began reading with great expression and practicing before a mirror. On tests, she did fine except for the writing. 


As they moved into the second half of the semester, Mr. Walters started handing out complimentary tickets to professional productions in their city’s major downtown theaters. Each week each student got a pair of tickets to a show. After the performance, they had to turn in a program from the show along with a one to two page critique of the production. The weekly essays counted as test grades. To tailor the assignment to fit Maureen’s skill level, Mr. Walters instructed her to limit her paper to one goodparagraph.


Gradually, with extensive use of dictionary and thesaurus, as well as close supervision from her attentive boyfriend, Maureen learned to write. She also learned to love and understand the theater. And she adored the gracious gentleman who had been her teacher. Although Maureen kept in touch with Mr. Walters for the rest of his life, she’s not sure that he ever fully understood that he was the one who taught her to read.

Pied Piper Principle # 21

Develop Time Management Skills

Teachers who are committed to helping students fill in missing skills, look for opportunities to observe youngsters in a wide variety of settings. To increase their opportunities for observations, these dedicated educators make it a point to see their pupils in arenas outside the classroom. Watching a pupil’s movements on a basketball court provides insights into behavior not normally exhibited in an academic environment. It provides a basis for comparison that leads to new channels for adjusting instructional techniques. If a student is an outstanding example of a team player in a school play or baseball game, that knowledge will suggest unexplored options for teamwork within the classroom. If a student is poised and articulate as spokesperson for the Children’s Community Chorus, that observation prompts thought about uses for those skills within the school day.


Event visits should not be thought of as mere information gathering expeditions. It means a great deal to a student when a teacher takes the time to attend their lacrosse game or BMX race or church play. Through such shared experiences, the bond between student and teacher is taken to a whole new level. Deliberately creating such shared experiences connects teachers to pupils in a way that communicates a deep caring and interest far beyond mere academics.


At a special dinner party for the mayor, I got to observe a group of my adult literacy students in action. Twelve residents of a drug rehab program had been coming to me twice a week to work on their basic academic skills. When they invited me to their annual awards banquet, they seemed certain that I wouldn’t want to attend. Up to that time, my contact with them had been limited to a classroom setting where we did normal reading instruction focused on word attack skills, spelling, comprehension, and vocabulary development. The dinner invitation offered me an opportunity to observe my students within the drug rehab center they called home. It was bound to reveal acdemic and life skills deficits we hadn’t addressed in our class.

 Since the residents ran a catering business to support their program, the food was fabulous and the service was superb. They knew just how to keep diners happy.


As the dessert plates were cleared away and the room was prepared for the mayor to make the awards presentations, the director of the program announced, “Ten minute break.” With those instructions, most of the residents ducked outside for a quick cigarette.


The allotted ten minutes came and went. Conversation and laughter wafted across the front porch on clouds of tobacco smoke. No one seemed to notice that the time limit had passed. The mayor took her place up by the podium, glanced at her watch, and looked around to see what was causing the delay. Finally, the director rang a bell by the door, the porch cleared instantly, and the residents filed in to take their places. 


These people had actually kept the mayor waiting! Their ten minute break had consumed close to a half an hour, and they didn’t seem to notice. 


Without mentioning their outrageously disrespectful treatment of the mayor, I put my twelve students on a time management training program at their very next lesson.  I quickly discovered that they had developed almost no skills in this area. These young people were mostly high school dropouts. They’d gotten into drugs long before they entered the work force. Their days had passed on the street and in prisons, not in schools and on the job. Never in their lives had they needed to keep an eye on the clock. Their rehab program kept them punctual through bells and supervisors who took full responsibility for watching the clock. With the extreme deficits they exhibited, it was necessary to start from scratch.

1. Develop a concept of time.


Instead of starting by saying, “This is an analog clock and the big hand means…”, we began by building a concept of time. Their first lesson started at break time. 


Since all these recovering addicts smoked, break time was very important to them. That night their brief rest period took on a whole new dimension. “How long to do you get?” I asked.


Their response was automatic, “ Ten minutes.”


“Is that enough?” I asked.


They nodded and offered reassurances: “Sure.”

 “No problem.” 

“Oh, yeah. That’s plenty.”


“You have to go down two long corridors, down two flights of stairs, across the front lobby and out the front door…”


They continued nodding with certainty.


“Ten minutes doesn’t seem like much time.”


Mike spoke up. “That’s what we always get.”


I slapped a kitchen timer into his hands.


That’s what they thought! These youngsters always came straggling back to our classroom after fifteen or twenty minutes, and they actually believed it was only ten.

 Mike set the timer for the allotted ten minutes while I cautioned,  “When the bell goes off, be sure you’re walking in the door.” 

There had to have been a fiendish look in my eyes, but the twelve smokers didn’t seem to notice as they sauntered contentedly down the hall. At that slow pace, the alarm would go off and reality would dawn before they even got outside. This was something they were about to discover for themselves. 


Nine and three quarter minutes later the whole building shook as twenty four feet came pounding up the stairs and tearing through the halls. Even though they were moving at breakneck speed, the class didn’t quite make the cut off. The tiny amount of time included in ten minutes was a stunning revelation to this small group of young adults. On that first night, most of them hadn’t had the chance to finish even one cigarette. 

Instead of extending the time limit to allow my students the leisurely pace they preferred, I insisted that they learn to pick up their pace. At their next session, they gave up meandering out to their break. They snapped their books shut and made a beeline for the door. Until that time it had not occurred to them that they had a full range of speeds available to them from slow slow to super fast. We started thinking of ourselves as highly evolved creatures blessed with a variable pace. 

For the next several months, we timed everything. “How long do we need to do this vocabulary exercise?” They’d take a guess and I’d write it down. One of the students would set the timer and I would call out a warning at the halfway point.

“How long will it take us to get our books put away and pack up to leave?” To help lock the results of our experiments into their  memories, we built a notebook to illustrate what we could accomplish in five minutes. What activities required ten minutes? What could be completed in fifteen, or twenty, or thirty?  After several months, the students began to develop a feel for how much they could accomplish in any given amount of time. They still relied on a clock with a bell on it, but they had developed much more mature skills with predicting and pacing.

2. Learn to use a clock to keep track of time.

Students who need help developing a concept of time also need to be taught to keep track of time for themselves.  None of these drug rehab adults had ever paid attention to time before.  They had no experience using a clock to monitor their own activities and keep themselves on some kind of schedule. They required specific instruction in order to stop relying on a timer with a bell on it.

My students all said they knew how to use a watch, so we began with some hypothetical situations. “The clock says it’s 4:40 and the boss says you can take a fifteen minute break. What time do you need to be back?” Not a single hand went up. They all had developed a good sense of how much activity they could squeeze into that theoretical quarter of an hour break, but had no idea how to “use” a regular time piece to tell them when they needed to get back. 


We started there with simple examples and worked our way up. Now they had to record beginning and ending times for all our class work then compute how long the activity took.  

As their skill developed, we progressed to watching the clock for time limits.  I would announce in advance how much time would be allowed for a specific task and they had to figure out when to be done. At first that one was beastly hard. Those young adults assumed somebody would blow a whistle to tell them to stop. With no signal to s top, most of them worked blissfully on well past the cut off time. Finally, one by one, grinning sheepishly, they set their pencils down. Students get used to relying on the teacher. Part of our job is to wean them away from that. No skill is of real use to a student until he can use it on his own outside the classroom. The skills involved in self-monitored time management require a long period of development. 

3. Develop flexible pace and smooth efficiency.

To us adults, timing class activities sounds regimented, militaristic, and thoroughly unpleasant. Kids love it! It gives them a sense of purpose in even the most mundane class activities. Students at all levels enjoy discovering how long it takes them to do routine work. On activities that are part of the daily pattern, they are highly challenged by hearing the click of a stop watch and pushing their skills to beat their old record. In fact, this exercise is so pressure laden that it’s sometimes necessary to set the timing practices aside just to reduce the stress level.  

Another way to develop time management skills is through timed drills on regularly occurring activities. One fifth grade classroom required complicated furniture rearranging in order to set up for art. The students had to push tables into clusters of four, drag accompanying chairs out of the way then back into place and get supplies out of cupboards and cabinets. With timing and practice, the youngsters developed an organized routine that let them flow through the process in three minutes flat. They could chat among themselves. They could move at a casual but purposeful pace. A few could even duck out to the bathroom or for a drink of water. But everybody knew exactly how to move and what pace was required in order to get the job done in the time allowed. 

There is a surprising amount of satisfaction found in perfecting some group activity until it becomes a smooth coordinated group movement like a well-choreographed dance. These youngsters were so proud of the efficient process they’d developed for changing activities that they invited the principal up to their room for a demonstration. He loved it. And best of all, the group show and tell only took three minutes. Well, maybe five by the time the principal finished his compliments. 

Students like to show off their ability to work as a highly efficient group. They love looking snappy in the halls. (That one takes a lot of work. But it gets lots of comments from other teachers. With every compliment, youngsters stand a little taller.) A middle school class used exemplary behavior in the lunchroom to earn ten minutes of free time out on the playground before returning to the classroom. The envious stares of the other students added to the pleasure they derived from such a special privilege. But they had worked hard to earn it. Day by day, with timer, clipboard, and stopwatch, they practiced.  

To an outside observer, drills used to hone efficiency skills resemble boot camp for the Marines. But it keeps a classroom flowing smoothly. Students who move with a level of fluid precision radiate a great sense of pride. It’s surprising that simple practices designed to help students develop an inner concept of time can provide them with the delightful side effect of making them proud of themselves and their class. Carefully synchronized group movement seems to be deeply satisfying to our human nature. Glee clubs, chorus lines, marching bands, line dancing, military parades, drill teams and symphony orchestras move together harmoniously through precisely ordered patterns that bring our hearts joy as observer or participant. No wonder Marine Corps’ training produces such fierce loyalty among the ranks. Working together as one smooth unit makes each member proud to be part of the group. 

4.  Learn to predict time needed for specific tasks.  

Once students begin to develop a sense of time, they need to be systematically taught how to use their new skills in the real circumstances of their lives. In academic settings, a consciousness of the passage of time removes many blocks to success. Homework habits can be transformed when students begin to monitor actual time invested in independent study.  Those who have trouble with homework tend to have three erroneous expectations about every assignment they are given. Before looking at the book or picking up a pencil, they are positive that the work is going to be (1) difficult, (2) unpleasant, and (3) terribly time consuming. Thus, not wanting to get started on this awful chore, they waste huge chunks of their study time procrastinating, whining, complaining, searching for their materials, stalling, sulking, and provoking parents into a battle that stops all chance of academic activity.

When told that keeping close track of their homework time will help them speed up the process, students don’t believe us. And if we say their homework takes forever because of the gigantic amount of time they burn up procrastinating and complaining, they don’t listen. 

Kids who have no concept of time have no idea how much time they waste. The best remedy is to show them. This can be demonstrated easily by starting every class assignment with a set of questions: 

1. How much time do you need to complete this? 

2. How difficult will it be?

3. How unpleasant will it be?            

Using any normal piece of class work, make the assignment. Then, before pupils get out their books and materials, guide them through the process of jotting down their predictions by recording the type of assignment, time it’s expected to take, how hard it’s expected to be, and how unpleasant it’s expected to be. Then, when they actually begin work, have them wrote down the exact time they started.  

When the assignment is completed, allow time for students to record the figures that describe how the work process went in reality. Be sure to give the class plenty of opportunities to discuss how much they tended to overestimate every aspect of the predictions in each of the categories. Once students have had some experience with this prediction technique, begin assigning it as an element of homework assignments and expect to see work speeds increase immediately. 

5. Develop scheduling skills.


The current trend in education is to approach the use of a clock and dealing with time as mathematical concepts. In elementary school arithmetic classes students learn to crunch the numbers and spout the words, but no systematic direct instruction follows up to teach application of this knowledge. Some youngsters figure it out, most don’t. Classroom clocks now tend to be on a TV screen in both digital and analog format. No one is ever forced to become proficient at the actual use of these instruments. 


Many of our students live in a time warp. Their numbers are particularly high among the gifted and talented as well as those labeled ADD and LD. Among this population, instruction in time management is a crucial life skill. 


Ms. Morrison owned a chain of very chic dress shops. This lovely, sophisticated woman had tremendous business savvy, yet she was a high school drop out with terribly  limited academic skills.  She said that her slow, labored reading had never stopped her from achieving her goals. However, when she first started her business, the one problem that had given her serious difficulty was in the area of organizational skills and time management. “I bought the biggest, top of the line day-timer I could find and then I went to New York for two solid weeks of training in how to use it.” She tapped a huge leather tome that strongly resembled a family Bible. “I never go anywhere without it.”


Although she was not slavishly perfectionistic in other areas of her life, Mrs. Morrison cross-referenced and triple filed and double planned every detail of her schedule. With a light laugh, she confessed, “I was in a hotel fire last winter. We all schlepped downstairs in the middle of the night and huddled together on the sidewalk. Not a single person there had brought their suitcase or their jewelry. But every one of us had our day-timer.” Hers was probably the biggest.


Most high schools have some kind of required course that includes time management and study skills. It’s usually called something like “Life Skills” and most kids count on it for an easy A. Unfortunately, the students who need this instruction the most, benefit from it the least. They learn that staying organized is something you do to please parents, teachers, and employers. They fail to see that mastery of their time and their possessions can give them control of their life in ways that make everything easier. 

Part of the problem comes from the fact that many students have never fully developed a connection with the concept of time as discussed earlier. Another flaw comes from the basic design of these classes. The students, usually a random conglomeration of kids, are foisted upon some hapless coach or beginning teacher who approaches the hour with the same disdain they’d invest in a study hall. Unenthusiastic teachers teaching from a boring workbook is a combination guaranteed to kill the interest of even the most highly motivated students. 


And where will these youngsters learn the skills necessary to use a clock and a calendar to establish control over the details of their lives? The lucky ones will come across one of those hardy teachers tough enough to commit themselves to filling in missing skills.  Within their classrooms, where they teach the subjects in their area of interest, training, and expertise, they also teach pupils “how” to learn their subject. These math teachers know how to get the multiplication tables into every kid’s head. They are willing to take the time to teach them a technique and show them how to draw up a schedule so they can keep a record of daily practice and chart improvement. These are the social studies instructors who know how to teach young people a method that helps them learn the names of the fifty states along with their capitols. They put forth the effort to show youngsters how to break the task into chunks and set time limits for mastering each segment. These are the English teachers who are well versed in instructional methods that lead children to explore a number of techniques for memorizing new vocabulary.  They guide students in developing a rhythm based on daily steps as preparation for a weekly test and a routine schedule for going back over the material for a monthly review test. For these exceptionally dedicated educators, it’s not enough that their students master the content of their class. They want youngsters to learn how to master the material they will deal with in this subject area next year. To them, it’s part of their job to teach study skills, organizational skills, and time management. 


These are the educators who will be remembered as “the one who taught me how to learn.” Today’s students don’t have to spend their life in a time warp if every teacher becomes a teacher of time management.

